Utah State University

DigitalCommons@USU
Course Materials

Additional Course Materials

2022

History 3250 Reader: Renaissance Europe, 1300-1500
Robert J. Mueller
Utah State University, robert.mueller@usu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/oer_course
Part of the History Commons

Recommended Citation
Mueller, Robert J., "History 3250 Reader: Renaissance Europe, 1300-1500" (2022). Course Materials.
Paper 10.
https://digitalcommons.usu.edu/oer_course/10

This Curriculum is brought to you for free and open
access by the Additional Course Materials at
DigitalCommons@USU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Course Materials by an authorized
administrator of DigitalCommons@USU. For more
information, please contact digitalcommons@usu.edu.

History 3250 Reader

(Renaissance Europe, 1300-1500)

Version: Spring 2022

Edited by Dr. Robert J. Mueller, Ph.D.
Utah State University,Tooele Regional Campus
© 2022 Robert J. Mueller

TABLE OF CONTENTS
How To Read a Document and Use It Effectively ……………………………………… 03-04
Week 1:
No Readings.
Week 2:
1. Leandro Alberti, Description of Italy (1550) …………………………………………. 07
2. The Arte della Lana & The Government of Florence (1224) ………………………… 08-09
3. Treaty for Peace and Commercial Harmony Between Florence
& St. Gimignano (1225) …………………………………………………………. 10-11
Week 3:
4. Johannes de Trokelowe, The Famine of 1315…………………………………………. 13
5. Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron (c. 1350)……………………………………….. 14-17
Week 4:
6. Agnolo di Tura, The Plague Strikes Siena, 1348 ……………………………………
7. The Black Death Comes to Padua, 1348 ……………………………………………
8. The Chronicle of Jean de Venette (The Plague in France) (1348) ……………………
9. Petrarch, “On the Avignon Court” (14th century) ……………………………………

19-20
21
22-23
24-25

Week 5:
10. Leonardo Bruni, The Events of 1292-1293 …………………………………………. 27-29
11. The Ordinances of Justice of Florence (1295) ……………………………………… 30-32
12. The Declaration of Biagi di Niccolo, Wool Carder (1427) …………………………. 33
Week 6:
13. Leon Battista Albert, On The Family (1432) ………………………………………….
14. The Marriages of Gregorio Dati (1393) ……………………………………………..
15. Marriage Negotiations: The Strozzi (1464-5) …………….……………………….,..
16. Leonardo Bruni, History of the Florentine People (The Struggle
Against the Visconti) ………………………………………………………………

35-36
37-38
39-40
41-44

Week 7:
17. Petrarch, Letter to Posterity ………………………………………………………… 46-50
18. Petrarch, The Ascent of Mont Ventoux ……………………………………………….. 51-54

1

Week 8:
19. Coluccio Salutati, Letter to Peregrino Zambeccari (1398) …………………………. 56-60
20. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Oration on the Dignity of Man (1484) ……………. Xx-xx
Week 9:
Spring Break: No Readings
Week 10:
21. Leonardo Bruni, Panegyric to the City of Florence …………………………………. 62-64
22. Account of Lorenzo de Medici, the Magnificent (1469) ……………………………. 65
Week 11:
23. An Impromptu Pilgrimage …………………………………………………………… 67
24. Instructions of Isabella d’Este to Perugino, 19 January, 1503 ……………………… 68-69
Week 12:
25. Misdeeds of a Rector (1461) …………………………………………………………
26. A Deliquent Priest (1408-9) ………………………………………………………….
27. Catherine of Siena to Pope Gregory XI, at Avignon (1376) …………………………
28. Pope Pius II: The Bull Execrabilis (1459) …………………………………………..

71
72
73-74
75-76

Week 13:
29. Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini (Pius II), The Election of Pope Pius II (1458)………… 78-63
30. Johannes Burchardus, from Pope Alexander VI and His Court (1496) ………….…. 84-86
31. Johannes Burchardus, from Pope Alexander VI and His Court (1502) ………….…. 87-88
Week 14:
32. Niccolo Machiavelli, Selections from The Prince (1515)..………………………….

2

90-94

HOW TO READ A DOCUMENT AND USE IT EFFECTIVELY
The long essays you will write on your exams in this course will test your ability to use
primary source documents as evidence. Primary source documents are written works, whether letters,
religious writings or any kind of government paperwork, which come from the actual time we are
studying. For History 3250 our primary sources are found in this reader. Primary sources are crucial to
the study of history because they are the strongest evidence a historian can use to interpret a period of
time. Why? Because these documents are like windows which look out into another time. They let us
hear the voices of the people of the past. Historians have to read documents and understand what is
important in them before they can use them to write about a person, event or period of time. Since
historians are individuals, sometimes they disagree about what a document means or what in it is
important. This is why different historians can read the same documents and sometimes come up with
a different interpretation, or explanation, of why things happened. History is not written in stone;
there is no one right interpretation of history, only stronger or weaker arguments. What makes a
particular argument strong or weak? The answer is evidence. The best arguments make the best use of
primary sources as evidence.
How can you learn to make good use of primary sources? The secret is to know how to read a
document effectively. The best way to do this is to answer four questions about it:
1) Author? Who wrote the document? Was the author one person or a group of people? Who was the
author? Was it a man or a woman, a slave or free man, a rich person or poor? Answer these questions
and you may begin to learn why they wrote what they did.
2) Audience? Who was the document written for? Was it for one person or a particular group of
people? Knowing the audience helps you understand why the document was written in the way it was,
and why it says certain things and not others.
3) Purpose? Why was the document written? This is a much harder question to answer. You need to
know the author and the audience to have a chance to answer this one. Sometimes the document comes
out and tells you the reason, but often you have to speculate (a fancy word for “guess”) on the purpose.
The more you know about the document, the better chance you have of guessing the purpose for its
being written.
4) Importance? Why is this document important? What is the most significant thing it tells us? This is
the hardest question of all to answer because different documents have different importance to
different people. The key here is to discover what is most important about the document so YOU can
use it for your purposes. In the case of the documents in our reader you need to understand what they
tell you about the main themes (or objectives) of this course. Answering the first three questions helps
you determine the answer to this last one.
Remember, the goal is to really understand the documents in this reader. Ask the above four questions
about each one of these documents. Write down your answers before you begin writing your paper.
3

Then think about how you can arrange your evidence in a carefully constructed argument which will
answer the questions I give you on the paper topics. Each document will contain multiple examples
which you can use as evidence. Make sure you use each document and use it fully -- pull more than
just one example from each of them.
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Week One Readings

No Readings.
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Week Two Readings

(Rise of the Popular Communes)
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1. Leandro Alberti, Description of Italy (1550)
Leandro Alberti was born in Bologna and became a member of the Dominican Order in 1493. He rose
to be the secretary to the Master General of the order. His most famous work is Descriptions of Italy
which was published in 1550 and gives us some unique information on the history of Italy. In the
following selection he discusses why Bologna made its first appointment of a podestà, Guido di Ranieri
di Sasso of Canossa, in 1151. This is our earliest record of such an official.
1) What is the reasoning behind choosing a foreigner as the leader of their city?

The citizens, seeing that there often arose among them quarrels and altercations, whether from
favoritism or friendship, from envy or hatred that one had against another, by which their republic
suffered great harm, loss and detriment; therefore, they decided, after much deliberation, to provide
against these disorders. And thus they began to create a man of foreign birth their chief magistrate,
giving him every power, authority and jurisdiction over the city, as well over criminal as over civil
causes, and in times of war as well as in times of peace, calling him praetor1 as being above the others,
or podestà, as having every authority and power over the city.

1

The office of praetor was the second highest magistrate in the Roman empire, just under that of consul. Praetors had the
power to command armies in defense of the city of Rome.
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2. The Arte della Lana & The Government of Florence, 1224
The city-state of Florence in the thirteenth century was not controlled by a nobleman or powerful
churchman. The townspeople, both rich and poor, had earlier in their history formed a commune,
which meant that they had sworn oaths to protect each other from lawless nobles or any other
individuals who might threaten their safety. The Florentines erected city walls to protect themselves
from attack which they maintained by taxation. Citizens of the town patrolled the walls as a civic duty.
They further protected themselves by exerting control over the surrounding countryside – the contado
– and insisting that the inhabitants there follow their laws and use their legal system. Any nobleman or
churchman who harmed or killed any Florentine citizen was threatened with acts of revenge which
might include the burning of their crops, the slaughter of their serfs, or even attack or assassination. In
this way the Florentines protected their independence.
However, this did not mean that Florence was a democracy. The poorer classes, meaning the
laborers and the craftsmen in the lesser guilds (the Arti Minori – “the Lesser Arts”), held no political
power and were not eligible to hold any public office. All civic decisions were made by the senior
members of the city’s wealthiest guilds (the Arti Maggiori – “the Major Arts”) especially the wool
merchants of the Arte della Lana and the bankers. Representatives of these major guilds were elected
to a governing council of the Commune. Frequently the families which controlled these guilds vied
with each other to run the day-to-day affairs of the city, so they could hand out rewards to their own
family members and allies. Feuds between wealthy families broke out and could have led to full-blown
civil war but to prevent this they agreed to bring in a man of good birth from another city, called a
podestà, to act as the executive authority in Florence. The podestà’s main duty was to keep the peace
and see that law and order was maintained. To do this he had to have the support of the wealthy
families, and thus he sought the cooperation of the council of the commune.
1) How many people are involved in the election of the new council? What kind of men get to take
part in the election?
2) What authority does this newly elected council have?
3) What is it elected to do?
4) What does this tell us about the Florentines?

[From: P. Santini, ed., Documenti dell'Antica Costituzione del Comune di Firenze, Vol. I, p. 386, in
Documenti di Storia Italiana, Tome X (Florence, 1895); reprinted in Roy C. Cave & Herbert H.
Coulson, eds., A Source Book for Medieval Economic History, (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co.,
1936; reprint ed., New York: Biblo & Tannen, 1965), pp. 211-212. Found at
http://legacy.fordham.edu/Halsall/source/1224artelana.asp]

In the name of God, amen. We, Albert de Corsino, Astoldo Iochi, Gerard Giraldi, Astancollo
Astancolli, Alioto Rodighieri, Pelacane Arrighi, Abbate Erbolotti, Gualterotto Bardi, Buono Vernacci,
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Odarigo Davanzi, Buonaiunta Cambiati, and Reniero Montancollo,1 elected and appointed by the
common council of the Commune of Florence, in the time of the lordship of Inghirrami de Magreto, by
the grace of God, Podestà of Florence according to the mandate of the same Council gathered,
according to custom, at the sound of the bell on March 20th in the palace of the Commune of
Florence2; at which council there were also present at the wish and command of the said Podestà the
consuls3 of the merchants, bankers, of the Arte della Lana, the priors of the crafts, and also twenty men
from every sestiere4 of the city, in which Council it was said, confirmed, and agreed that twelve men
should be elected, two from each sestiere, who ought to have full power and authority over all the
consuls who were in office when the tower of Semifonte was destroyed5, and over all other greater
consuls of the city, and over all court officials, castellans6, syndics7, procurators, and prefects who
have been in office from the time of the said consuls up to the first of last January, and over those who
have and hold the new and old walls of the city of Florence, and who keep them, and also over those
who have and hold the public squares of the Commune wherever they are and who keep them; and
over all and each they should have full and free authority to speak, pronounce, and impose (their
commands) for clearing the debt of the Commune of Florence; wherefore we, etc., impose, etc. The
greater abbey of Florence, i.e., St. Mary's for 166 fathoms of wall:, 191. 17 solidi. 6 denarii.8

1 All of these men were from important guild families.
2 The palace of the Commune had been built at public expense to be the building where the elected members of the council
lived during their term of office. It was located in the center of the city so the council members could more easily travel to
any part of the city when they were needed.
3 In the old Roman Republic the consuls were the executive authority, the highest leaders of the state. By the thirteenth
century the term had come to be a generic term for any leader.
4 Literally, “the sixths.” Florence was divided up into six main administrative districts for purposes of electing men to
office.
5 Semifonte was a small fortified town with a tower between Florence and Siena which was completely extirpated by the
Florentines after a long siege in 1202. So angry were the Florentines that they forced the people of Semifonte who survived
the final attack to demolish their own town and sow the surrounding fields with salt so they could never again be cultivated.
6 Castellans were the military leaders put in charge of a fortification or tower.
7 A civic leader elected by the people of the commune.
8 These figures are the assessment of tax for the abbey for the maintenance of the city wall near it expressed in coins. A
solidus was a large silver coin. A denarius was a smaller silver coin.
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3. Treaty for Peace and Commercial Harmony
Between Florence & St. Gimignano (1225)
St. Gimignano was a town in the region of Tuscany which, like its neighbor Florence to the northeast,
had gained its independence from a bishop and declared itself to be a commune. The chief civic
magistrate for St. Gimignano was the Podesta, who acted as chief judge and law enforcer. In 1225 the
town sought a treaty with the Florentines which provided both peace and a commercial relationship
between the cities. Key to the commercial side of the treaty was an agreement guaranteeing business
deals between merchants of each of the cities. Conflicts between parties buying and selling goods and
services were inevitable and the two cities sought to set down some simple ground rules for resolving
conflicts. The treaty did establish a long-term relationship between the two towns, but as Florence
grew in wealth and power in the fourteenth century it absorbed St. Gimignano into its contado.
1) Which officials of the two cities are making this treaty?
2) What is the treaty trying to achieve?
3) What does this document tell us about the Italian communes in the thirteenth century?
[From P. Santini, ed., Documenti dell Antica Costituzione del Comune di Firenze, Vol. I, p. 390, in
Documenti di Storia Italiana, Tome X (Florence, 1895); reprinted in Roy C. Cave & Herbert H.
Coulson, eds., A Source Book for Medieval Economic History, (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co.,
1936; reprint ed., New York: Biblo & Tannen, 1965), pp. 212-215. Found on The Medieval
Sourcebook at https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/1225florence-gig.asp]

To preserve peace and concord between the men of the city of Florence and its territory and the men of
St. Gimignano and its territory, we, Boncambio Soldi, arbiter of the Commune of Florence in behalf of
the said Commune and the men of said city and territory, just as appears in the public instrument made
by the hand of Iacopo the judge and notary, and Iacopo Asseduti, arbiter of the Commune of St.
Gimignano for said Commune and men of said town and court, do order and decree and affirm that if
any citizen of Florence or its territory should make complaint before us concerning any one of the
town of St. Gimignano or territory, and conversely that, if any one of the town of St. Gimignano or
territory should make complaint to us or before us concerning any one of the city of Florence or
territory, we shall be held to receive that complaint and cite the accused or have him cited, and
determine or have the said case determined between them by judgment, arbitration, sentence, or
friendly agreement within the next twenty days; and if the accused shall confess the debt ascribed to
him, we shall condemn him within the following ten days to pay a double penalty; and if he will not
confess and it be determined by judgment, arbitration, sentence, or friendly agreement, we shall
condemn him if he should be condemned, or absolve him if he should be absolved, within the same
period; and this holds true unless he should protest the word of the plaintiff or unless it should seem to
us that it should be a greater or lesser period; so shall we be held to do this in every instance.
Also, if the accused shall not have paid and satisfied that which was adjudged or arbitrated or decreed
by us, or by one acting for us, let the Podestà or Rector of the territory or land from which the accused
10

comes, in good faith and without fraud, demand the execution of that sentence or judgment or
arbitration, and satisfy the plaintiff or creditor with the movable goods of the debtor or accused if they
can be found up to the quantity of the adjudged sentence or arbitration of the accused. . . .
Done in the Sestiere of Avanella Vallis Elsa, of the Commune of Florence before the Lord Uguccione,
son of the late Aldarotto, and Matheo Gualpere as witnesses. In the year of our Lord, 1225, November
19th.
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Week Three Readings

(The Black Death – Part I)
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4. Johannes de Trokelowe, The Famine of 1315
When we think of the calamities of the fourteenth century we usually think of plague as the main
killer. However, ten percent of the population of Europe (around 7.5 million people) may have died
as a result of famine in the first two decades of that century. One example of why this was the case
can be seen in the following document. The famine of 1315 struck most of Europe. Because the
climate became colder and wetter, it had an adverse effect on agriculture, thus leaving Europe
without enough food. Johannes de Trokelowe was a contemporary chronicler and in this document
he describes the situation in England.
1) What does he see as the reason for the famine?
2) What evidence does he have that the famine was severe?
[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 70.]
In the year of our Lord 1315, in addition to the other distresses with which England was afflicted,
famine grew in the land . . . . Meat began to run out and eggs began to disappear. Capons and fowl
could scarcely be found; and sheep died from disease, pigs could not be fed because of the
excessive price of fodder. A quarter of grain, beans, or peas sold for twenty shillings, and oats for
ten shillings.1 A quarter of salt generally sold for thirty-five shillings, which was unheard of in
centuries past.
The land was so oppressed with want that when the king came to St. Albans on the feast of St.
Laurence2 it was scarcely possible to find bread on sale to sustain his immediate household. . . .
The famine began in the month of May and continued until the feast of the nativity of the Blessed
[Virgin] Mary.3 The summer rains were so heavy that grain could not ripen. It could scarcely be
gathered and baked into bread for the said feast day unless it was first put in containers to dry.
Toward the end of autumn, the famine was mitigated in part, but around the feast of the nativity of
the Lord, it returned completely. . . . There can be no doubt that the poor were wasting away from
hunger since even the rich were constantly hungry. . . .
Four pennies worth of coarse bread was not enough to feed a common man for one day. The usual
kinds of meats . . . were exceedingly scarce; horse meat was precious; fat dogs were stolen. And,
many claimed that in many places men and women secretly ate their own and even other peoples’
children.

1

The prices here quoted are up 400% since 1313.
August 10.
3
September 8.
2
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5. Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron (c.1350)
Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) was born in Paris, the illegitimate son of a Florentine father and
a French mother. His father wished him to enter business, and he was sent to Naples to learn the
profession. However, Boccaccio disliked business, so his father arranged for him to study canon
law (the law of the Church), but that discipline proved also to be disappointing. Boccaccio became,
instead, a man of letters, and he pursued his new profession at the court of King Robert of Naples.
There he also began a love affair with the king’s natural daughter, Fiammetta, who stimulated
Boccaccio’s poetic imagination.
The outbreak of bubonic and pneumonic plague viruses which struck Europe between the
years 1347 to 1350 devastated European society and killed about one-third of the population. This
particular bout of plague was so virulent that it became known as The Black Death. The
introduction to the Decameron of Boccaccio is the most famous literary treatment of the Black
Death. Boccaccio’s observations about the progress of the disease in the human body come from
firsthand experience. He was one of the rare individuals who caught the bubonic plague and
actually survived it. He also witnessed how an outbreak of plague changed everyday life in a city.
After reading Boccaccio’s account of the Black Death on the city-state of Florence, try to
answer the following questions:
1) How did medieval people account for the origin of the disease?
2) How did people try to prevent getting the plague?
3) Once the plague hit Florence how did everyday life change? How did people’s behavior
change?
4) How did civic officials deal with the mass deaths caused by the plague?
5) Did the plague affect the countryside differently from the city? How so?
[From Rosemary Horrox, ed., The Black Death (Manchester UP, 1994), 26-28.]
I say, then, that the sum of thirteen hundred and forty-eight years had elapsed since the fruitful
Incarnation of the Son of God, when the noble city of Florence, which for its great beauty excels all
others in Italy, was visited by the deadly pestilence. Some say that it descended upon the human
race through the influence of the heavenly bodies, others that it was a punishment signifying God’s
righteous anger at our iniquitous way of life. But whatever its cause, it had originated some years
earlier in the East, where it had claimed countless lives before it unhappily spread westward,
growing in strength as it swept relentlessly on from one place to the next.
In the face of its onrush, all the wisdom and ingenuity of man were unavailing. Large quantities of
refuse were cleared out of the city by officials specially appointed for the purpose, all sick persons
were forbidden entry, and numerous instructions were issued for safeguarding the people’s health,
but all to no avail. Nor were the countless petitions humbly directed to God by the pious, whether
by means of formal processions or in any other guise, any less ineffectual. For in the early spring of
the year we have mentioned, the plague began, in a terrifying and extraordinary manner, to make its
disastrous effects apparent. It did not take the form it had assumed in the East, where if anyone bled
14

from the nose it was an obvious portent of certain death. On the contrary, its earliest symptom, in
men and women alike, was the appearance of certain swellings in the groin or the armpit, some of
which were egg-shaped whilst others were roughly the size of the common apple. Sometimes the
swellings were large, sometimes not so large, and they were referred to by the populous as
gavoccioli. From the two areas already mentioned, this deadly gavocciolo would begin to spread,
and within a short time it would appear at random all over the body. Later on, the symptoms of the
disease changed, and many people began to find dark blotches and bruises on their arms, thighs, and
other parts of the body, sometimes large and few in number, at other times tiny and closely spaced.
These, to anyone unfortunate enough to contract them, were just as infallible a sign that he would
die as the gavocciolo had been earlier, and as indeed it still was.
Against these maladies, it seemed that all the advice of physicians and all the power of medicine
were profitless and unavailing. Perhaps the nature of the illness was such that it allowed no remedy;
or perhaps those people who were treating the illness (whose numbers had increased enormously
because the ranks of the qualified were invaded by people, both men and women, who had never
received any training in medicine), being ignorant of its causes, were not prescribing the appropriate
cure. At all events, few of those who caught it ever recovered, and in most cases death occurred
within three days from the appearance of the symptoms we have described, some people dying
more rapidly than others, the majority without any fever or other complications.
But what made this pestilence even more severe was that whenever those suffering from it mixed
with people who were still unaffected, it would rush upon these with the speed of a fire racing
through dry or oily substances that happened to be placed within its reach. Nor was this the full
extent of its evil, for not only did it infect healthy persons who conversed or had any dealings with
the sick, making them ill or visiting an equally horrible death upon them, but it also seemed to
transfer the sickness to anyone touching the clothes or other objects which had been handled or used
by its victims. . . .
These things . . . caused various fears and fantasies to take root in the minds of those who were still
alive and well. And almost without exception, they took a single and very inhuman precaution,
namely to avoid or run away from the sick and their belongings, by which means they all thought
that their own health would be preserved.
Some people were of the opinion that a sober and abstemious mode of living considerably reduced
the risk of infection. They therefore formed themselves into groups and lived in isolation from
everyone else. Having withdrawn to a comfortable abode where there were no sick persons, they
locked themselves in and settled down to a peaceable existence, consuming modest quantities of
delicate foods and precious wines and avoiding all excesses. They refrained from speaking to
outsiders, refused to receive news of the dead or sick, and entertained themselves with music and
whatever other amusements they were able to devise.
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Others took the opposite view, and maintained that an infallible way of warding off this appalling
evil was to drink heavily, enjoy life to the full, go round singing and merrymaking, gratify all of
one’s cravings whenever the opportunity offered, and shrug the whole thing off as one enormous
joke. Moreover, they practiced what they preached to the best of their ability, for they would visit
one tavern after another, drinking all day and night to immoderate excess; or alternatively (and this
was their more frequent custom), they would do their drinking in various private houses, but only in
the ones where the conversation was restricted to subjects that were pleasant or entertaining. Such
places were easy to find, for people behaved as though their days were numbered, and treated their
belongings and their own persons with equal abandon. Hence most houses had become common
property, and any passing stranger could make himself at home as naturally as though he were the
rightful owner. But for all their riotous manner of living, these people always took good care to
avoid any contact with the sick.
In the face of so much affliction and misery, all respect for the laws of God and man had virtually
broken down and been extinguished in our city. For like everybody else, those ministers and
executors of the laws who were not either dead or ill were left with so few subordinates that they
were unable to discharge any of their duties. Hence everyone was free to behave as he pleased. . . .
Some people, pursuing what was possibly the safer alternative, callously maintained that there was
no better or more efficacious remedy against a plague than to run away from it. Swayed by this
argument, and sparing no thought for anyone but themselves, large numbers of men and women
abandoned their city, their homes, their relatives, their estates and their belongings, and headed for
the countryside, either in Florentine territory or, better still, abroad. . .
It was not merely a question of one citizen avoiding another, and of people almost invariably
neglecting their neighbors and rarely or never visiting their relatives, addressing them only from a
distance; this scourge had implanted so great a terror in the hearts of men and women that brothers
abandoned brothers, uncles their nephews, sisters their brothers, and in many cases wives deserted
their husbands. But even worse, and almost incredible, was the fact that fathers and mothers refuse
to nurse and assist their own children, as though they did not belong to them. . .
Whenever people died, their neighbors nearly always followed a single, set routine, prompted as
much by their fear of being contaminated by the decaying corpse as by any charitable feelings they
may have entertained towards the deceased. Either on their own, or with the assistance of bearers
whenever these were to be had, they extracted the bodies of the dead from their houses and left
them lying outside their front doors, where anybody going about the streets, especially in the early
morning, could have observed countless numbers of them. Funeral biers would then be sent for,
upon which the dead were taken away, though there were some who, for lack of biers, were carried
off on plain boards. . . And times without number it happened that two priests would be on their
way to bury someone, holding a cross before them, only to find that bearers carrying three or four
additional biers would fall in behind them; so that whereas the priests had thought that they had
16

only one burial to attend to, they in fact had six or seven, and sometimes more. Even in these
circumstances, however, there were no tears or candles or mourners to honor the dead; in fact, no
more respect was accorded to dead people than would nowadays be shown towards dead goats. For
it was quite apparent that the one thing which, in normal times, no wise man had ever learned to
accept with patient resignation (even though it struck so seldom and unobtrusively), had now been
brought home to the feeble-minded as well, but the scale of the calamity caused them to regard it
with indifference.
Such was the multitude of corpses (of which further consignments were arriving every day and
almost by the hour at each of the churches), that there was not sufficient consecrated ground for
them to be buried in, especially if each was to have its own plot in accordance with long-established
custom. So when all the graves were full, huge trenches were excavated in the churchyards, into
which new arrivals were placed in their hundreds, stowed tier upon tier like ships’ cargo, each layer
of corpses being covered over with a thin layer of soil till the trench was filled to the top.
But rather than describe in elaborate detail the calamities we experienced in the city at that time, I
must mention that, whilst an ill wind was blowing through Florence itself, the surrounding region
was no less badly affected. In the fortified towns, conditions were similar to those in the city itself
on a minor scale; but in the scattered hamlets and the countryside proper, the poor unfortunate
peasants and their families had no physicians or servants whatever to assist them, and collapsed by
the wayside, in their fields, and in their cottages at all hours of the day and night, dying more like
animals than human beings. Like the townspeople, they too grew apathetic in their ways,
disregarded their affairs, and neglected their possessions. Moreover, they all behaved as though
each day was to be their last, and far from making provision for the future by tilling their lands,
tending their flocks, and adding to their previous labors, they tried in every way they could think of
to squander the assets already in their possession. Thus it came about that oxen, asses, sheep, goats,
pigs, chickens, and even dogs (for all their deep fidelity to man) were driven away and allowed to
roam freely through the fields, where the crops lay abandoned and had not even been reaped, let
alone gathered in. And after a whole day’s feasting, many of these animals, as though possessing
the power of reason, would return glutted in the evening to their own quarters, without any shepherd
to guide them.
But let us leave the countryside and return to the city. What more remains to be said, except that the
cruelty of heaven (and possibly, in some measure, also that of man) was so immense and so
devastating that between March and July [1348], what with the fury of the pestilence and the fact
that so many of the sick were inadequately cared for or abandoned in their hour of need because the
healthy were too terrified to approach them, it is reliably thought that over a hundred thousand
human lives were extinguished with the walls of Florence. Yet before this lethal catastrophe fell
upon the city, it is doubtful whether anyone would have guessed it contained so many inhabitants…
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6. Agnolo di Tura, The Plague Strikes Siena, 1348
This account of the Black Death’s effect on Siena was written by Agnolo di Tura, a shoemaker and tax
collector. It mentions the symptoms of the onset of the disease, and also the speed with which this
contagion killed its victims. Like Boccaccio’s description of the plague, di Tura does not simply
explain how people died, but rather comments on how the massive amounts of death led to the
breakdown of societal norms. He also focuses on the psychological trauma which this event inflicted
upon the survivors.
1) What evidence do you see that everyday society was breaking down?
2) How did the civic government try to cope with the situation?
3) What similarities do you see with the account by Boccaccio?
[From Benjamin G. Kohl and Alison Andrews Smith, eds., Major Problems in the History of the
Italian Renaissance (Lexington, Massachusetts: DC Heath, 1995), 49-50.]

The mortality began in Siena in May; it was a horrible and cruel matter, and I do not know
where to begin to describe its cruelty and pitiless ways, which made almost all who saw it become
stupefied with pain. And it is not possible to describe the horrible thing; indeed one can be called
blessed who did not see such horribleness. And those struck died almost at once; they would swell
beneath their armpits and in their groin, and fall dead while talking. Father abandoned son, wife her
husband, and one brother the other; each one fled and left the other, since this disease seemed to strike
through breath and the eyes. And thus people died, and no one could be found to bury the dead for
money or out of friendship, so members of each household buried their own dead in a ditch, without a
priest, without services, without the tolling of the death bell. And in many places in Siena great pits
were dug and filled with the multitude of the dead. And they died by the hundreds both day and night,
and each was thrown in those pits and each layer covered with dirt. And as soon as these pits were
filled, more pits were dug.
And I, Agnolo di Tura, called the Fat, buried five of my children with my own hands. But there
were also bodies that were so poorly covered with earth that dogs dragged them out and ate many
bodies, all through the city. And no one lamented the death of others, since each one awaited his own
death. And so many people died, that everyone thought that the end of the world had come. And no
medicine nor any other remedy worked, and the more remedies were administered, the sooner the
victims died. And the governors [of Siena] appointed three citizens who received one thousand gold
florins from the commune of Siena, which they were supposed to spend on the sick poor people and
use to bury the poor who had died. And it was so horrible that I, the author, do not want to think about
it, and therefore, I will not talk about it any longer. And one finds that there died during this period in
Siena 36,000 persons who were twenty years old or less. With the aged and others who died, this
added up tot a total of 52,000. In the suburbs of Siena died 28,000 persons, so that in all one finds that
80,000 persons died in the city and suburbs of Siena. And at this period there were left in Siena and its
suburbs about 30,000 persons, of whom there remained in the city fewer than 10,000 persons. And
those who survived were filled with despair and almost devoid of feeling. And many enclosures and
19

other places were abandoned, and all the mines of silver, gold and copper, which existed in [the
territory of] Siena, were abandoned as one can see, because in the countryside many more people died,
and many areas and villages were abandoned since no person lived there. I will not describe the cruelty
that happened in the countryside, how the wolves and other wild beasts devoured the badly buried
bodies, and the other cruelties that would be too painful to read about.
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7. The Black Death Comes to Padua, 1348
This is yet another eye-witness account of the ravages of the Black Death. The writer makes specific
mention of the inability of the medical community to cure the disease.
1) What evidence do you see here of the breakdown of everyday life?
2) What similarities does this account have with Boccaccio’s and Agnolo di Tura?
3) What do these similarities tell us about the Black Death?
[From Benjamin G. Kohl and Alison Andrews Smith, eds., Major Problems in the History of the
Italian Renaissance (Lexington, Massachusetts: DC Heath, 1995), 50-51.]

Almighty God, who does not want the death of a sinner, but that he should convert and live, first
warned, then struck the human race with this not untimely destruction. Wanting to afflict the human
race with the greatest plague, unrivaled, He began it in the farthest reaches of the world and in the East
unleashed the plague to work His horrible judgment. Indeed soon after it struck the Tartars, the Turks
and all other infidels, on the 25th of January 1348 at eleven in the evening, there was a terrible
earthquake that lasted for half an hour to the terror of the Christians. After that, this unheard of plague
crossed the seas into the regions of Veneto, Lombardy, Tuscany, Germany, France and almost the
whole world. Certain infected persons coming from the East carried this [disease]. These killed
everyone by sight, touch or breath. This was an incurable infection that could not be avoided. This wife
fled the embrace of her dear husband, father from son, brother from brother; on the contrary, people
killed for the home, honors, and clothing of the sick. Quite often those burying, carrying, viewing or
touching the dead expired almost at once. Thus, one infected sheep killed the whole flock. Thus, the
occupants of a household where someone had died followed the others to the dogs. Even the bodies of
nobles remained unburied. Many were buried at the high price by vile persons without [the benefit of]
priests and candles. Indeed, at Venice, where a hundred thousand perished, ships hired at great expense
carried the corpses to the islands. The city was almost deserted. One [sick] person came undetected to
Padua, where he infected the whole city, so that one third of the populace died. Cities, wanting to avoid
this plague, prohibited the entry of all outsiders. Thus, merchants could not travel from city to city.
Shut off, cities and castles became destitute. No voices were heard, except sighs, moans and laments.
There ceased the voice of the bride and groom, the sound of the zither, the joyful song of youth. Those
plagues that raged in the time of the Pharaohs, of David, of Ezekiel and of Pope Gregory were now
considered as nothing. For this plague encompassed the whole world.
This plague was worse for those infected as mentioned above, these vomited blood and died
immediately. Others were sick with cancers or with worms. As death approached, almost all of these
developed incurable boils around their genitals, under their armpits, and in other parts [of the body],
attacked with poisonous fevers. These died on the first or second day; after the third day, there was
rarely any hope for recovery; they lapsed into a coma, from which they never awoke, and died. Against
this [plague] the physicians openly acknowledged that they were ignorant of any remedy; indeed the
vast majority of them died from this very disease.
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8. The Chronicle of Jean de Venette (The Plague in France) (1348)
Jean de Venette (1307-1370) was a Carmelite friar who lived in France and wrote a famous chronicle
of the years 1340 to 1368. His report for the plague years of 1348 and 1349 corroborates some of the
account of Boccaccio but also brings up information which is new and unique. For example, De
Venette offers an explanation for the coming of the disease which differs from other accounts, and
talks a great deal about how the people of the time tried to understand why it effected so many people.
Of great interest is his description of the treatment of Jews during these years and a peculiarity in the
physiology of children born after the Black Death.
1) How did some people account for the coming of the plague?
2) Why were Jews persecuted after the plague broke out? Why does he believe that they were not
guilty?
3) What important things does he say about births in the years directly after the Black Death?
4) In what ways is De Venette’s account similar to Boccaccio’s? In what ways is it different?
[From Richard A. Newhall, ed., Jean Birdsall, trans., The Chronicle of Jean de Venette (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1953), pp. 48-51. Found at
http://www.u.arizona.edu/%7Eafutrell/w%20civ%2002/plaguereadings.html.]

In 1348 C.E., the people of France and of almost the whole world were struck by a blow other than
war. For in addition to the famine which I described in the beginning and to the wars which I described
in the course of this narrative, pestilence and its attendant tribulations appeared again in various parts
of the world. In the month of August, 1348, after Vespers1 when the sun was beginning to set, a big
and very bright star appeared above Paris, toward the west. It did not seem, as stars usually do, to be
very high above our hemisphere but rather very near. As the sun set and night came on, this star did not
seem to me or to many other friars who were watching it to move from one place. At length, when
night had come, this big star, to the amazement of all of us who were watching, broke into many
different rays and, as it shed these rays over Paris toward the east, totally disappeared and was
completely annihilated. Whether it was a comet or not, whether it was composed of airy exhalations
and was finally resolved into vapor, I leave to the decision of astronomers. It is, however, possible that
it was a presage2 of the amazing pestilence to come, which, in fact, followed very shortly in Paris and
throughout France and elsewhere, as I shall tell.
All this year and the next, the mortality of men and women, of the young even more than of the old, in
Paris and in the kingdom of France, and also, it is said, in other parts of the world, was so great that it
was almost impossible to bury the dead. People lay ill little more than two or three days and died
suddenly.... He who was well one day was dead the next and being carried to his grave. Swellings
1
2

Vespers were prayers sung at sunset.
A foretelling.
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appeared suddenly in the armpit or in the groin -- in many cases both -- and they were infallible signs
of death. This sickness or pestilence was called an epidemic by the doctors. Nothing like the great
numbers who died in the years 1348 and 1349 had been heard of or seen or read of in times past. This
plague and disease came from . . . association and contagion, for if a well man visited the sick he only
rarely evaded the risk of death. Wherefore in many towns timid priests withdrew, leaving the exercise
of their ministry to such of the religious as were more daring. In many places not two out of twenty
remained alive….
Some said that this pestilence was caused by infection of the air and waters, since there was at this time
no famine nor lack of food supplies, but on the contrary great abundance. As a result of this theory of
infected water and air as the source of the plague, the Jews were suddenly and violently charged with
infecting wells and water and corrupting the air. The whole world rose up against them cruelly on this
account. In Germany and other parts of the world where Jews lived, they were massacred and
slaughtered by Christians, and many thousands were burned everywhere, indiscriminately. The
unshaken . . . constancy of the [Jewish] men and their wives was remarkable. For mothers hurled their
children first into the fire that they might not be baptized and then leaped in after them to burn with
their husbands and children.
It is said that many bad Christians were found who in a like manner put poison into wells. But in truth,
such poisonings, granted that they actually were perpetrated, could not have caused so great a plague
nor have infected so many people. There were other causes; for example, the will of God and the
corrupt humors and evil inherent in air and earth. Perhaps the poisonings, if they actually took place in
some localities, re-enforced these causes.
The plague lasted in France for the greater part of the years 1348 and 1349 and then ceased. Many
country villages and many houses in good towns remained empty and deserted. Many houses,
including some splendid dwellings, very soon fell into ruins. Even in Paris several houses were thus
ruined, though fewer here than elsewhere.
After the cessation of the epidemic, pestilence, or plague, the men and women who survived married
each other. There was no sterility among the men, but on the contrary fertility beyond the ordinary.
Pregnant women were seen on every side. Many twins were born and even three children at once. But
the most surprising fact is that children born after the plague, when they became of an age for teeth,
had only twenty or twenty-two teeth, though before that time men commonly had thirty-two in their
upper and lower jaws together. What this diminution in the number of teeth signified I wonder greatly,
unless it be a new era resulting from the destruction of one human generation by the plague and its
replacement by another.
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9. Petrarch, “On the Avignon Court” (14th century)
The growing power and authority of the hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church during the High
Middle Ages led to many abuses. And it was not just heretics or troublemakers who voiced their
objections to the behavior of the clergy. Even orthodox Christians were appalled by the opulent
lifestyle of the leaders of the Christian Church, as we can see in this selection from a letter of the great
Renaissance poet Francesco Petrarca (1304-1374), more commonly known as Petrarch. In it he is
describing the pope’s court in the French city of Avignon, where the papacy resided between 1309 and
1377. Petrarch grew up near Avignon, so he knew much about the lifestyle of the leaders of the
Church.
1) What aspects of life in Avignon does Petrarch especially loath?
2) What comparison does he make between Christ’s apostles and the ecclesiastical leaders of his
day?

[From J. Sears McGee, et al, eds., Kings, Saints and Parliaments, 2nd ed. (Dubuque, Iowa:
Kendall/Hunt Publishing, 1994), 92.]
Now I am living in France, in the Babylon of the West. The sun in its travels sees nothing more
hideous than this place on the shores of the wild Rhone3. . . . Here reign the successors of the poor
fishermen of Galilee; they have strangely forgotten their origin. I am astounded, as I recall their
predecessors, to see these men loaded with gold and clad in purple, boasting of the spoils of princes
and nations; to see luxurious palaces and heights crowned with fortifications, instead of a boat turned
downwards for shelter.
We no longer find the simple nets which were once used to gain a frugal sustenance from the lake of
Galilee, and with which, having labored all night and caught nothing, they took, at daybreak, a
multitude of fishes, in the name of Jesus. One is stupefied nowadays to hear the lying tongues, and to
see worthless parchments turned by the leaden seal into nets which are used in Christ’s name4 . . . to
catch hordes of unwary Christians. These fish, too, are dressed and laid on the burning coals of anxiety
before they fill the insatiable maw of their captors.
Instead of holy solitude we find a criminal host and crowds of the most infamous satellites5; instead of
soberness, licentious banquets; instead of pious pilgrimages, preternatural and foul sloth; instead of the
bare feet of the apostles, the snowy coursers6 of brigands fly past us, the horses decked in gold and fed
on gold, soon to be shod in gold, if the Lord does not check this slavish luxury. In short, we seem to be
among the kings of the Persians or Parthians, before whom we must fall down and worship, and who
3

The river which ran through Avignon.
The “worthless parchments” were indulgences, papers which promised time off from Purgatory in exchange for a
monetary donation to the Church. They were authenticated by a seal placed on the paper.
5
hangers-on
6
expensive horses
4
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cannot be approached unless presents be offered. O ye unkempt and emaciated old men, is it for this
you labored? Is it for this that you have sown the field of the Lord and watered it with your holy
blood?
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10. Leonardo Bruni, The Events of 1292-1293
Leonardo Bruni (c.1370-1444) was a student and protégé of the great Coluccio Salutati, the
chancellor of Florence, and succeeded him in that office. Ironically, although Bruni held the highest
political office in the city, he was not as powerful as either the Albizzi or Medici families who
controlled much of what went on in Florence. Bruni fought back through his writings, reminding the
Florentines why their city was special and linking their economic success to their republican form of
government.
His most famous work was the History of the Florentine People, which told the story of the city
and revered its government. For most of the High Middle Ages (1000-1300) Florence had been ruled
by the leaders of great landed families, called magnates. These families made up the nobility of
Florence and vied with each other for power, forming two political parties based loosely on an
allegiance to the Pope (the Guelfs) or the Holy Roman Emperor (the Ghibellines). Disputes between
these noble families were frequently settled with violence and members of the merchant and laboring
classes were often caught in the crossfire. However, during this same period the city gained
tremendous wealth through banking, manufacturing and trade. By the late thirteenth century three
kinds of guilds had developed. The Arti Maggiori (The Major Arts) were the wealthiest guilds, made
up of lawyers, physicians, bankers and merchants who dealt in wool, silk and furs. The Arti Mediani
(The Middle Arts) were middle class guilds, and consisted of blacksmiths, stonemasons, butchers,
shoemakers and tailors. The Arti Minori (The Minor Arts) were the lowest class of guild and
represented innkeepers, carpenters, bakers, armorers, vintners, locksmiths, and other minor
merchants. The Arti Maggiori led all these craft guilds. These guilds wanted protection from the
magnate families which were growing increasingly arrogant and even more violent. In the 1290s
Giano della Bella (c.1240-1305), a member of one of the richest Arti Maggiori families in Florence,
became the leader of a movement which fought for more political rights for the craft guilds, even the
Arti Minori. His leadership led to the creation of the Florentine Constitution and a political system
which included rule by a council which was made up of representatives from all three guilds, even
though it was still dominated by the Arti Maggiori.
In the following selection Bruni gives a speech from Giano della Bella which shows the tensions in
the city in the early 1290s.
1) Why are the common people so angry with the nobility?
2) What is wrong with the judicial system?
3) What is della Bella’s solution to this problem?
4) What changes to the legal system does he suggest?
[From Kenneth R. Bartlett, ed., The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance: A Sourcebook (Lexington,
Massachusetts: DC Heath & Co., 1992), 67-70.]
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Speech of Giano della Bella
One who tried to stop the disorder and decline of the [Florentine] Republic was Giano della Bella, a
man who showed courage and wisdom during that stormy time. He was descended from well-known
men, but was himself of middling station and very popular. This leader spoke separately with many
people about the power of the nobility and the excessive passivity that was destroying the people, for
they kept letting individuals suffer injustice without recognizing that they were all as a group being
subjected to shameful servitude. . . When the people1 were thus gathered at last, and different opinions
were being voiced by different persons, Giano della Bella arose and spoke most fully, addressing the
crowd in the following manner:
“I have always been of the same mind, good citizens of wise judgment, and the more I think
about the Republic, the more I am convinced that we must either check the pride of the powerful
families or lose our liberty altogether. . . It seems to me that the liberty of the people consists in two
things: the laws and the judges. When the power of these two things prevails in the city over the power
of any individual citizen, then liberty is preserved. But when some people scorn the laws and the
judges with impunity, then it is fair to say that liberty is gone. . . Therefore think what your condition
is, and consider the crimes of the nobility: tell me, any of you, whether you think the city is free or
whether it has been for some time in subjection. . . Our very bodies, if we will only admit it, are no
longer free: remember the citizens who have been beaten, chased out of their homes, the numerous
examples of arson, rape, wounding, and killing in these last years. The doers of these evil deeds are so
well-known and publicly recognized that obviously they either don’t care to conceal their crimes or
they are unable to; they stay visible; we see men who deserve prison and torture strutting around the
city with a crowd of armed retainers, terrifying us and the officials. . . .
I say we can shake this servitude from our backs with no great difficulty. For if the destruction
of laws and judges is the cause of our loss of liberty, let us expel those criminals and our liberty will be
restored. . . You have many laws against violence, killing, theft, assault, and other crimes. These laws
must be renewed against the powerful, I say, and new measures must be taken for, as everyone knows,
the perversity of men has increased from day to day.
First of all, I think the punishments for crime must be increased when the powerful commit
them. Surely if you want to tie up both a powerful man and a puny one, you don’t use the same kind of
bonds. You tie the lion with chains, but the weak with ropes and thongs. Punishments are the bonds of
law, and likewise must be greater for great and powerful men. The ones we have don’t hold them now.
It seems we must stipulate also that family and household are to be included in punishments. We
should consider clan and kinsmen as complicit in the crime, for their support enables the criminal to
proceed.
Two things usually prevent our judges from doing their job: difficulty in proving the case and
lack of power to bring the criminals to justice. For they frighten witnesses from testifying against the
powerful men, and this fear destroys the whole judgment in one stroke; and even if proofs are given,
the executive is afraid to act. If you do not change these things, you will have no republic. . . So you
1 By “popular” Bruni means “of the people” and is referring to the members of the guilds, those who are not of the noble
families of Florence.
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must first of all, I think, take care of the problem of witnesses; in the case of powerful men general
public knowledge must be sufficient evidence of guilt. Thus when a crime has been committed, and
neighbors for some distance say that a certain powerful man committed it, the judge need not find
other proofs, which will fade away because of men’s fear of the powerful one; but public knowledge,
as we have said, will suffice to convict.
As to the second problem, putting the judges’ decision into action, please pay attention—I think
it is a greater matter than people realize, depending less on the officials than on the will and vigor of
the public. For if the people really wants as it should to keep its power in the Republic, the decisions of
the judges against powerful persons will readily be carried out. . . So the authority of the Gonfaloniere
di Giustizia2 needs to be very much strengthened. He should, above all, have at his command, not a
thousand armed men as heretofore, but four thousand, to be recruited in turn from the whole people. I
also think, the Galfaloniere should reside in the same building as the priors,3 so that he will personally
hear the complaints of the citizens and provide for the needs of the Republic. . .
A third provision which was not made at that time seems to me necessary—that none of the
powerful, even if they become members of a guild, can be raised to become priors, and thus put into a
position to help criminals and to impede justice. Their existing power is sufficiently burdensome to us,
without adding the armor of public authority. In this way if you resuscitate the laws, restore
punishments, empower the judges to deal with powerful men, you will force them to cease from
tyranny. . . . .
Are you willing to go on serving the vilest of men? Our ancestors bore death and wounds and
loss of goods and carried on almost infinite struggles for the sake of dignity and power. You, out of
fear and laziness, have submitted to tyrants who ought to be your subjects. It seems that a people, that
is a vast multitude of strong men, who have conquered by their military art all their neighbors and have
smashed a thousand enemy battalions, would be ashamed to fear this or that family at home and
patiently to let their pride make us slaves. . . I only ask you to think of your own liberty and your
welfare.”

2 The Gonfaloniere, or Standard-bearer of Justice, was created in the 1280s to protect the interests of the people from the
rich magnate class.
3 The priors were six elected officials from the guilds who acted as a council which ran the Florentine government. They
held office for only two months at a time. While priors they lived in a building at the center of the city at the expense of the
citizens.
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11. The Ordinances of Justice of Florence (1295)
By the late thirteenth century the popular communes had largely failed to keep the peace in most
Italian towns. Common people, meaning the members of the minor guilds and the unskilled laborers,
craved peace and stability. Many of them welcomed a change in government even if it meant that elites
would run things. In 1295 the newly constituted republic of Florence assembled a set of written laws,
called ordinances, by which the city was to be governed. Florence’s government was to be led by
representatives from the most important guilds, the Arti Maggiori (Major Arts) and the Arti Medie
(Middle Arts). Each guild was overseen by a council of elected members, called consuls, and these
men chose one of their number to become Syndic, the guild master, who represented the guild
politically. Even though the wealthy and powerful ruled the city, they still were concerned about
popular unrest and so had to put forth at least the appearance of caring for the welfare of the common
people. This is reflected in the ordinances of 1295.
Please read the following selections and try to answer these questions:
1) What is the relationship of the guilds to the political leadership of the city?
2) How does the government guarantee protection for common people in Florence?
3) What punishments can be placed on great men of the city who abuse the common people?
[From Major Problems in the History of the Italian Renaissance, ed. B.G. Kohl and A.A. Smith (Lexington, MA:
Heath, 1995), pp. 139-43. Translation based on "The Ordinances of Justice of Florence, July 1295," from
G. Salvemini, Magnati e popolani a Firenze, 1280-1295 (Florence, 1899), Appendix, pp. 385-386, 389-390,
394-395. Translated by Benjamin G. Kohl. Found at
http://www2.idehist.uu.se/distans/ilmh/Ren/ordinanza-di-just.htm]

CHAPTER 1. ON THE UNION, OATH, AND AGREEMENT OF THE GUILDS EXPRESSED
IN THIS ORDINANCE
Since this most perfect ordinance is approved so that it consists of all its members and its jurisdiction is
approved by all. Thus, it is ordained and provided that the Twelve Major Guilds1 are approved by the
authority and power of the Podestà, the Defender and the Captain, the Priors of the Guilds and the
same, namely:
Judges and Notaries
Calimala Merchants2
Bankers
Wool manufacturing
Merchants of Por Santa Maria

1 The first seven guilds on this list are the Arti Maggiori and the last five make up the Arti Medie.
2 The cloth-making guild.
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Physicians and Apothecaries
Furriers
Butchers
Shoemakers
Masons and carpenters
Blacksmiths
Retail Cloths Dealers
And also the other [nine] guilds3 of the City of Florence, which are the following:
Wine Retailers
Innkeepers
Retailers of Salt, Oil and Cheese
Tanners
Armorers and Swordmakers
Locksmiths and Iron Workers
Harness Makers and Shield Makers
Woodworkers
Bakers
These guilds . . . and the masters of the same guilds, whose certain protector is the City and Commune
of Florence, ought and are held to have appointed suitable and sufficient Syndics4 legitimately by the
Rectors and Consuls5 of each of these same guilds . . .
And these same Syndics are required to appear with full and sufficient authority before the Lord
Captain and Defender of the City of Florence. And the Syndics should swear, touching the Bible, just
as the said Lord Captain would have the same Syndics make their oath. And also the said Syndics
should promise, one and all, to ensure and oversee that the Guilds . . . shall form a good and pure and
faithful Union and Company.
The said Syndics also swear and promise, one and all, to ensure and oversee that the Guilds . . . will
obey the Podestà, the Captain, the Priors and the Standardbearer of Justice, in all and every matter
which pertain and look to the honor of the aforesaid Lords and the exaltation, defense and good and
peaceful state of the Commune, People and Guilds and Guildsmen of the said City of Florence.
And also that the said Guilds . . . shall furnish and provide counsel, aid, assistance and favor to the
Podestà, the Captain, the Priors and the Standardbearer of Justice . . .and order and shall be ready to

3 These nine guilds make up the Arti Minori.
4 A guild leader (or guild master) who represented the guild’s interests in the city.
5 Each guild was overseen by an elected council of the most wealthy and important members who were called consuls.
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come, armed or unarmed, obeying and executing, freely, manfully and suitably, the commands and
orders of these officers . . .
CHAPTER 6. ON THE PENALTIES TO BE IMPOSED AGAINST MAGNATES6 HARMING
COMMONERS
It is provided and ordained that if any magnates whosoever of the City and District of Florence should,
with malice aforethought, kill or have killed or wound or have wounded any commoner of the City and
District so that from such a wound death should ensue, then the Lord Podestà should condemn the
magnate, who did or caused to have done such a crime, to death by beheading, if he should come into
the custody of the Commune of Florence.7
And moreover the Podestà is held and ought to confiscate and have confiscated all the property of such
criminals, and such property ought to come into the possession of the Commune of Florence and be
sold by the Commune of Florence. . . .
And nonetheless the sureties8 of such magnates and criminals, who stand surety for these same
criminals with the Commune of Florence, should and ought to be compelled by the Lord Podestà of
Florence to pay that amount of money which they guaranteed for the magnates and criminals…
If indeed any Magnate should wound or make to wound, with malice aforethought, with any kind of
weapon or sword any commoner of the City or District of Florence in the face so that blood spurts
from the wound and the wound is disfiguring, or should wound or cause him to be wounded, with
malice aforethought, in any member so that the member should be permanently disabled, if such a
criminal should come into the custody of the Commune of Florence, the Podestà should condemn him
to a fine of 2,000 lire.
And if the criminal does not pay the fine, within ten days from the day of the sentence, his right hand
should be amputated so that it is severed from his arm.

6 A magnate was any man of noble blood, either lay or ecclesiastical. This could include both men of the old landed
nobility or the new urban nobility which included wealthy merchants and guild leaders.
7 Florentines referred to their government as a commune even though it was not governed like the old popular communes.
It was in fact a republic with a far more circumscribed number of citizens who were eligible to hold civic office.
8 When a person was accused of a crime he had to find someone who would vouch for him and guarantee that he would
show up for trial and pay any fine which might be adjudged. This was called giving surety.
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12. The Declaration of Biagi di Niccolo, Wool Carder (1427)

The catasto was a combined census and tax record which the head of every household in Florence was
expected to file each year. The following document is from the Catasto of 1427, the first year these
records were kept. It concerns the assets and obligations of a wool carder, a man of the lowest level in
Florentine society who combed wool as part of the process of making woolen yarn for clothmaking. It
was men like Biagi who rose up and took part in the Ciompi Revolt of 1378. For comparison, similar
records were kept of the wealthiest men of the city whose worth was in excess of 12000 florins. The
amounts shown below are in florins, soldi and denari – the three coins used for commerce in Florence.
1) What kinds of details does this entry show?
2) How might this record be useful to historians?
[From Gene Brucker, ed. The Society of Renaissance Florence: A Documentary Study (New York:
Harper & Row, 1971), 13.]

He owns 1/3 of a house in the parish of _______ ,
his father bought it for 30 florins . . . He lives in it.

0

One-half of a cottage located in the Via delle Romite
He received 3-1/4 florins of rent annually

46-0-0

Next to the cottage is a small piece of garden.

0-8-8

Obligations
He owes Braccio di Giovanni, cloth manufacturer

20-0-0

Personal exemptions:
Biagio di Niccolo
Mona Fiora, his wife
Gemma, his daughter, aged 9
Chola, his daughter, aged 5

200-0-0
200-0-0
200-0-0
200-0-0

He pays rent on the 2/3 of his house which he does
not own . . . .

14-5-0

[Biagio’s taxable assets]
[His obligations and exemptions]

65-18-8
834-5-10
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13. Leon Battista Alberti, On the Family (1432)
Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) was a true Renaissance man in the wider sense of being an
accomplished author, architect, artist, poet and linguist. He was the son of a Florentine merchant who
was exiled by the republican government when it was under the control of the Albizzi family. Alberti
was born in Genoa but spent much of his life in Venice where his father set up a bank and Padua
where he went to one of the finest humanist schools. He did not visit Florence until he was twenty-four
years old. He used his studies of the classical world to help him became a master artist and architect.
He measured ancient statues in order to learn perspective for his art, and he examined ancient Roman
buildings to learn architecture. Alberti designed the façade of the church of Santa Maria Novella in
Florence, one of the most beautiful churches of the Renaissance. He is also well known for his poetry
and prose writing. One very popular book was On The Family which gives a look into the Florentine
mind and what the men of the fifteenth century were looking for in a wife.
1) What qualities does Alberti see as being essential in a prospective bride?
2) What qualities does he dislike?
3) What is a wife’s main duty, according to Alberti?

They say that in choosing a wife one looks for beauty, parentage, and riches.... Among the most
essential criteria of beauty in a woman is an honorable manner. Even a wild, prodigal, greasy, drunken
woman may be beautiful of feature, but no one would call her a beautiful wife. A woman worthy of
praise must show first of all in her conduct, modesty, and purity. Marius, the illustrious Roman, said in
that first speech of his to the Roman people: "Of women we require purity, of men labor." And I
certainly agree. There is nothing more disgusting than a coarse and dirty woman. Who is stupid enough
not to see clearly that a woman who does not care for neatness and cleanliness in her appearance, not
only in her dress and body but in all her behavior and language, is by no means well mannered? How
can it be anything but obvious that a bad-mannered woman is also rarely virtuous? We shall consider
elsewhere the harm that comes to a family from women who lack virtue, for I myself do not know
which is the worse fate for a family, total celibacy or a single dishonored woman. In a bride, therefore,
a man must first seek beauty of mind, that is, good conduct and virtue.
In her body he must seek not only loveliness, grace, and charm but must also choose a woman who is
well made for bearing children, with the kind of constitution that promises to make them strong and
big. There's an old proverb, "When you pick your wife, you choose your children." All her virtues will
in fact shine brighter still in beautiful children. It is a well-known saying among poets: "Beautiful
character dwells in a beautiful body." The natural philosophers require that a woman be neither thin
nor very fat. Those laden with fat are subject to coldness and constipation and slow to conceive. They
say that a woman should have a joyful nature, fresh and lively in her blood and her whole being. They
have no objections to a dark girl. They do reject girls with a frowning black visage, however. They
have no liking for either the undersized or the overlarge and lean. They find that a woman is most
suited to bear children if she is fairly big and has limbs of ample length. They always have a preference
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for youth, based on a number of arguments which I need not expound here, but particularly on the
point that a young girl has a more adaptable mind. Young girls are pure by virtue of their age and have
not developed any spitefulness. They are by nature modest and free of vice. They quickly learn to
accept affectionately and unresistingly the habits and wishes of their husbands.
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14. The Marriages of Gregorio Dati (1393)
Gregorio Dati (1362-1435) was a Florentine silk merchant who kept a diary which detailed his life
with his four successive wives and 26 children. Dati was an influential man in the Silk guild and held
the position of consul (councilor). He was also politically active in municipal government becoming at
one time the head of the Signoria of Florence. His family suffered two bouts of the bubonic plague, in
which he lost five of his children. Three of his wives died as a result of childbirth. The 1427 catasto,
which was taken when he was 64 years old, shows that he was worth 3,368 florins. Dati was a very
wealthy man.
Marriage was an important event in the lives of the merchants and bankers who made up the
new urban nobility in Renaissance Florence. Beyond the desire for a wife who might become a
cherished friend and helpmate, there was the necessity of having children in order to pass on the
family wealth These urban elites might hold great political power. A good marriage could improve
one’s place in society and in the political order, while an unfortunate one could begin a slip in the
family’s fortunes. Men tended to marry in their late 20’s after the death of their father. They frequently
chose young brides, some as young as twelve, so as to have a better chance at having children. They
sought certain qualities in their wives, some of which were personal and others being social and
financial.
Please read the following selection and try to answer these questions:
1) What does Dati’s diary entries on marriage seem to focus on?
2) Do you learn anything about his feelings for the women he marries?
3) What does this tell us about the purpose of marriage in his day?
[From Gene Brucker, ed. The Society of Renaissance Florence: A Documentary Study (New York:
Harper & Row, 1971), 29-30).]

I shall record here how I married my second wife, Isabetta, known as Betta, the daughter of Mari di
Lorenzo Vilanuzzi. . . and I shall also record the promises which were made to me. May God and his
saints grant by their grace that they be kept.
On March 31, 1393, I was betrothed to her and on Easter Monday, April 7, I gave her a ring. On June
22, a Sunday, I became her husband in the name of God and good fortune. Her first cousins, Giovanni
and Lionardo di Domenico Arrighi, promised that she should have a dowry of 900 gold florins and
that, apart from the dowry, she should have the income from a farm in S. Fiore a Elsa which had been
left her as a legacy by her mother, Monna Veronica. It was not stated at the time how much this
amounted to but it was understood that she would receive the accounts, We arranged our match very
simply indeed and with scarcely any discussion. God grant that nothing but good may come of it.
On the 26th of that same June, I received a payment of 800 florins from the bank of Giacomino and
Company. This was the dowry. I invested in the shop of Buonocorso Berardi and his partners. At the
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same time I received the trousseau which my wife’s cousins valued at 106 florins, in the light of which
they deducted 6 florins from another account, leaving me the equivalent of 100 florins. But from what
I heard from her, and what I saw myself, they had overestimated it by 30 florins or more. However,
from politeness, I said nothing about this. . .
Our Lord God was pleased to call to Himself the blessed soul of . . . Betta. On Monday, October 2
[1402] . . .
I record that on May 8, 1403, I was betrothed to Ginevra, daughter of Antonio di Piero Piuvichese
Brancacci, in the church of S. Maria sopra Porta. The dowry was 1000 florins: 700 in cash and 300 in a
farm at Campi. . . Ginevra had been married before to Tommaso Brancacci, by whom she had an eight
month old son. She is now in her twenty-first year. . .

After that [1411] it was God’s will to recall to Himself the blessed soul of my wife Ginevra. She died
in childbirth after lengthy suffering, which she bore with remarkable strength and patience. She was
perfectly lucid at the time of her death, when she received all the sacraments. . . It comforted her
greatly, and she returned her soul to the Creator on September 7. . .
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15. Marriage Negotiations: The Strozzi (1464-5)
Marriages were so important in maintaining families in Renaissance Italy that much energy was put
into arranging them. Parents made the choices for their children, most often for considerations that
had little to do with the modern notion of love. This selection is taken from the letters of a Florentine
matron of the illustrious Strozzi family to her son Filippo in Naples. The family's considerations were
complicated by the fact that the son was in exile.
1) What seems to be the family’s biggest considerations in choosing a wife for Filippo?
2) What qualities are the family looking for in the prospective bride?
[From Gene Brucker, ed. The Society of Renaissance Florence: A Documentary Study (New York:
Harper & Row, 1971), 37-40).]
Alessandra Strozzi to Her Son Filippo in Naples
[April 20, 1464] . . . Concerning the matter of a wife [for Filippo], it appears to me that if Francesco di
Messer Tanagli wishes to give his daughter, that it would be a fine marriage.... Now I will speak with
Marco [Parenti, Alessandra's son-in-law], to see if there are other prospects that would be better, and if
there are none, then we will learn if he wishes to give her [in marriage!.... Francesco Tanagli has a
good reputation, and he has held office, not the highest, but still he has been in office. You may ask:
"Why should he give her to someone in exile?" There are three reasons. First, there aren't many young
men of good family who have both virtue and property. Secondly, she has only a small dowry, 1,000
florins, which is the dowry of an artisan [although not a small sum, either senior officials in the
government bureaucracy earned 300 florins a year].... Third, I believe that he will give her away,
because he has a large family and he will need help to settle them....
[July 26, 1465] ... Francesco is a good friend of Marco and he trusts him. On Saint Jacopo's day, he
spoke to him discreetly and persuasively, saying that for several months he had heard that we were
interested in the girl and ... that when we had made up our minds, she will come to us willingly. [He
said that] you were a worthy man, and that his family had always made good marriages, but that he had
only a small dowry to give her, and so he would prefer to send her outside of Florence to someone of
worth, rather than to give her to someone here, from among those who were available, with little
money.... We have information that she is affable and competent. She is responsible for a large family
(there are twelve children, six boys and six girls), and the mother is always pregnant and isn't very
competent....
[August 31, 1465] . . . I have recently received some very favorable information [about the Tanagli
girl] from two individuals.... They are in agreement that whoever gets her will be content....
Concerning her beauty, they told me what I had already seen, that she is attractive and wellproportioned. Her face is long, but I couldn't look directly into her face, since she appeared to be aware
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that I was examining her . . . and so she turned away from me like the wind.... She reads quite well ...
and she can dance and sing....
So yesterday I sent for Marco and told him what I had learned. And we talked about the matter for a
while, and decided that he should say something to the father and give him a little hope, but not so
much that we couldn't withdraw, and find out from him the amount of the dowry.... May God help us
to choose what will contribute to our tranquility and to the consolation of us all.
[September 13, 1465] ... Marco came to me and said that he had met with Francesco Tanagli, who had
spoken very coldly, so that I understand that he had changed his mind....
[Filippo Strozzi eventually married Fiametta di Donato Adimari in 1466.]
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16. Leonardo Bruni, History of the Florentine People
(The Struggle Against the Visconti)
Leonardo Bruni (1370-1444) was a humanist who was the chancellor of the republic of Florence
between 1427 and his death in 1444. His most famous work was The History of the Florentine People.
It is seen by many scholars as the first modern history book. Bruni used the work to glorify the city.
He wanted his fellow citizens to take pride in Florence’s political, cultural and economic
accomplishments. One underlying theme of the history was the city’s fight to establish and maintain its
republican government. Bruni believed that its government was what made Florence such a strong
city-state. He used the history to fight against the powerful families of the city who wanted to dominate
the city like despots.
In the following selection Bruni uses his brilliant command of language to describe one of the
greatest threats that Florence ever had to weather, the fight against Giangaleazzo Visconti, the despot
of Milan. Visconti gained control over Milan in 1385 by overthrowing his own uncle’s rule. He quickly
consolidated his hold over the city and began an aggressive policy of expansion. In 1395 he purchased
a title from the Holy Roman Emperor and became the first Duke of Milan. His ultimate dream was to
unite all of northern Italy into one kingdom.
Bruni creates speeches for the Milanese and Florentine ambassadors to show the reasons why
the two cities were enemies. This may seem odd to us today, but it was a tradition in histories that went
back to the Greek historian Thucydides and his chronicle of the Peloponnesian War. After reading this
selection please try to answer these questions:
1) What do you learn about both Milan and Florence from these speeches?
2) Who seems to be the aggressor in this confrontation?
3) How does Florence try to fight against Milan?
4) After Bologna falls to the Milanese, why is Florence saved?
5) Can we trust Bruni’s account of events? Why or why not?
[From Kenneth R. Bartlett, ed., The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance: A Sourcebook (Lexington,
Massachusetts: DC Heath & Co., 1992), 95-102.]

From Book Twelve
Ambassadors from Milan described in Venice their quarrel with Florence and made their
accusations. The Venetians, however, when they had heard these arguments called certain Florentine
ambassadors who were in Venice on another mission, so that they might hear all that the Milanese
said, and, if they wished, respond. To let the reader judge the case, I shall put down here what were the
accusations of our adversaries and what were our replies. The Milanese ambassadors to Venice,
therefore, when they were given audience, gave the following kind of speech1 against the Florentines:

1 This is an admission that the speech is not word-for-word what was said. Bruni is giving the general sense of it.
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“We speak to you, oh Venetians, who have been designers and mediators of truces and treaties,
in complaint against those who, violating both faith and law; have destroyed our peace and truce. For if
you designed and mediated our current peace, it seems you are to some extent responsible for it. If
nothing more, you ought at least in this quarrel to hear both sides. We say that these men are chiefly to
blame for their failure to keep their promises and disregard for their legal commitments and contracts.
To break promises and violate faith is always disgraceful, but it is still more abominable when it brings
on war and upheaval despite formal peace treaties. . . Anyone who violates faith and disregards
promises in time of peace dissolves the social bonds of mankind. . . .
“In time of peace, while no one expected them to do anything, their ambassadors went to
Germany and incited Robert, who claims to be the Roman emperor,2 to come into Italy and fight
Galeazzo3 of Milan, with whom they had solemnly sworn to remain at peace. They agreed to pay a
great sum of money, and expressly contracted to hand this payment over only when he had invaded the
land of one with whom they had just made peace, invaded his land and brought about his destruction.
No one can deny that this is what their ambassadors tried to arrange, and everyone ought to wonder at
such cunning and deceit. These are the same Florentines who have been sending messages and
publishing documents, not only all over Italy but also in France, claiming that they, desiring only peace
and tranquility, have been attacked. Their actions now show clearly that they desire not peace but war,
not tranquility but disturbance and the downfall of others. . . . This city, against all the precedents set
by our ancestors, has thus tried to get French and German troops to invade Italy—foreign and
barbarous peoples, a clear threat to the honor of our Italian name. They have invited those whom
nature herself excludes from Italy, to come and lay their yoke on us. . . . We all know what to call the
man who opens the gates of his country to the enemy. They have earned the hatred of all Italians,
surely, by bribing foreigners to trample on Italian soil.
“Galeazzo, they say, helps their Tuscan enemies. We reply that Pisa and Siena would not need
anyone’s help if they were not cruelly vexed by Florence.4 Because of the threat to themselves that
does exist, they flock to Galeazzo for protection. . . . But to conclude briefly, there are three reasons,
oh Venetians, why we were sent to you here: first to complain of a violation of the sworn peace,
second, to demand punishment of the violators in accordance with the terms of the contract, and third,
to tell you not to be amazed if we resist by war those who broke the peace. . .” With this, the Milanese
ambassadors ended their speech.
The Florentine ambassadors heard it all and discussed it for a little while, then made up their
minds how to reply to the specific points of the accusation. Then they spoke in the following manner
for the honor of the city:
“We consider it our gain, oh Venetians, that our enemies desired to give a speech like this. Had
they been silent, perhaps the truth would have remained hidden, but now the provocation of their
words will bring it to light. With your encouragement and help, we made peace with Galeazzo of
Milan, and signed a treaty, thinking he would cease from desiring to hurt and entrap us. Convinced of
this, we not only put down our arms, but put all thought of war out of our minds. He, however, like one
2 Holy Roman Emperor.
3 Throughout this document “Galeazzo” refers to Giangaleazzo Visconti.
4 The cities of Pisa and Siena had fallen under the control of Florence by this time.
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incapable of striving towards anything but wars and upheaval, acted with hostility even in peace. We
won’t mention his condottieri5 and their men who, just after peace was signed, devastated the land of
our allies, the Luccans, sacked Volterra, extorted booty and captives from San Gimigniano and
Collegiani, and afterwards brought prisoners and booty from all this to Siena, which was in his power.
He did all these things against the oath and contract of Milan, violating the integrity and good faith of
his promises. . . But it does seem important that during the same peace, he sent into Tuscany a greater
army than before and occupied our next door neighbor, Pisa, garrisoning all the towns and castles of
that city and subjecting them to his own power. He also added Siena to his dominions, an ancient town
very near us. . . It is not only by knocking down walls and mounting a direct assault that one starts a
war, this should be recognized, but also by building and setting up siege machinery, even if it is not
drawn right up to the wall. . . . Did he not invade Tuscany against his word and violate the peace
treaty? This is undeniable. The things our adversaries have said, therefore, about breakers of truces and
of treaties, and about defectors from faith and promises, we say even more strongly, showing that it
was he who violated the peace, he who broke promises, he who defected from faith, and he who
despised the oaths he had given. We stand against this breach of faith of his part, and we say we were
driven by necessity. . . .
Even after making peace and swearing to it, he could not limit himself but prepared all things
for our destruction; what can we suppose he would have done without oaths and peace treaties? When
he says we are incapable of peaceful behavior, we say let him be silent and let others judge who
themselves are capable of peace. . . . We want peace if only we are allowed to have it. What his
ambassadors say concerning the French and Germans entering Italy at our invitation makes us ask who
is responsible for this; isn’t it he and his restlessness and violence that are bringing them in? He is not
satisfied with northern Italy but, with incredible ambition he seeks Tuscany and Rome also for himself.
His greed and ambition have gone so far that he makes himself the ultimate promise of a kingdom of
Italy. His words are all deceit, his deeds are all meant to trap others, he has no honor left, for his is
stained and rotten. . . . In closing we demand the vindication which they demand, for the violation of
peace and of truce. . . .” Thus spoke the ambassadors in reply.
The Venetians showed their approval of what the Florentine ambassadors had said, so that
these would feel they had sufficiently defended the honor of the city; at the same time, as a neutral
power, the Venetians tried to placate the tempers of both sides with grave and prudent words.
The following year, which was 1402, great battles were fought around Bologna. Even before
the emperor’s complete withdrawal, Galeazzo, elated by the way things were going for him, sent part
of his forces into Bolognese territory, to overthrow if possible the new lord of that city. When the
emperor left, he sent more troops into Bolognese territory. . . The arrival of these forces immediately
put the city in great peril, for there were enough powerful exiles to make the castles and towns of the
area rise up, and the citizens inside the city were not all happy about the government of the lord of
Bologna either. The Florentines responded to the danger by sending the captain Bernardone with a
5 Condottieri were mercenary leaders. They were part commander and part businessman, contracting out their troops to
competing city-states. They were also notorious for changing sides at the drop of a hat for better pay. Their troops fought
for money and loot and had little loyalty for the side they were hired to fight on.
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large number of troops. They added more troops in time, as they learned of reinforcements sent to the
enemy. . . All the forces of the Florentine people and of their allies, and all the forces of the enemy,
were finally gathered around Bologna....
[The Milanese army defeats Florence and her allies and captures their commander. At the same time the
people of Bologna rise up and overthrow their government. They establish a republic which lasts for three
days before Giangaleazzo Visconti usurps control.]

When the Florentines heard that the army had been defeated and Bernardone taken prisoner,
they were terribly frightened and anxious. When they learned that Bologna too had fallen, they were
even more terrified, expecting the enemy from hour to hour. Without the general and the army, they
seemed to despair completely. Had the enemy approached promptly to follow up his victory, the city
could not have withstood him. The enemy, however, whether because of weariness or internal discord,
let the time for action pass in useless settling down. When many days had passed and the enemy with
his army had not appeared, the city gathered its spirits a little and began to rise up and repair its
strength. . . .
Amidst all this came the hope of peace. The enemy seemed to want to make peace after taking
Bologna, and sent representatives to Venice to propose rather reasonable conditions. The Florentines
suspected deception and fraud, and finally decided to agree to the peace and to the Venetian alliance at
the same time, thinking that if the peace began at the same time as the alliance, the peace would be
more durable and the conditions demanded by the Venetians less important. . . .
While the city was just doing this, word came through that Galeazzo was dead. . .6 At once
letters were sent to the representatives in Venice not to agree to the peace nor to the alliance. The
Venetians learned of the duke’s death only from the Florentine embassy, having heard nothing before...
It now proved that Galeazzo had become ill soon after Bologna was taken. He had died somewhat later
of the same illness, at the Milanese castle of Marignano. These facts had been kept secret at first.
Eventually they had to be made public, and there was a magnificent funeral. It also came out that
Galeazzo, while he lay ill, had passionately desired peace with Florence. Hence the attempt to send a
mission to Venice and to make a new peace. He had realized that his sons were still young and were
being left in the midst of great danger. So he was in a hurry to make peace before he would leave the
world. This would have been accomplished, too, if he had lived just a little longer. His sudden death
brought such a reversal of things that those who before had hardly any hope left for their own safety
were now filled with high confidence, while those who had just considered themselves victorious lost
all hope of being able to resist.

6 Giangaleazzo Visconti died of fever in September 1402.
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17. Francesco Petrarca (Petrarch), Letter to Posterity
Francesco Petrarca, better known as Petrarch, was born in 1304 in the Tuscan town of Arezzo near
Florence. His father was a Florentine notary who had been exiled from his native city for being on the
wrong side in politics. Petrarch grew up in the city of Avignon in France, which at the time was the
home of the papacy. There he experienced at first hand both the fabulous wealth and the insidious
corruption of the most powerful leaders of the Church. On the one hand, he saw the opulent lifestyle
and loose morals of the highest echelons of the Church hierarchy. On the other, due to growing fame
as a writer, he gained a benefice (a salaried Church office) from the pope and found influential
patrons in the Colonna family, some of whom were bishops and cardinals.
Although his father enrolled him at fine universities so he could become a lawyer, Petrarch
preferred his studies in classical literature and history. He was particularly enamored of the Roman
writer and statesman Cicero, whom he considered to be the greatest of all writers of the Latin
language. A turning point in his life came in 1327 when he first saw the great love of his life, a
beautiful and charming woman named Laura. He developed a deep, lasting and, later, idealized love
for her, which continued even after she turned down his advances (because she was already married).
She became his muse, an inspiration for the love sonnets which he wrote about his feelings for her.
Petrarch’s first lasting fame came from these love poems. They were innovative and unique at the time,
and quickly became much-copied by other writers. Previously medieval poetry had dealt with idealized
forms of love and followed age-old conventions which tied love to chastity and proper moral behavior.
Petrarch wrote exactly what he felt; his feelings were raw and visceral. For example, he described his
inexpressible joy at seeing his great love at a distance but also the agony of unrequited love which was
like a dagger in the heart. The truth of the emotions took Europe by storm. He followed up by
beginning the writing of Africa, the first epic poem since the time of Virgil’s Aeneid. These cemented
his reputation as the foremost man of letters of his day. He was crowned in Rome as the first poet
laureate since classical antiquity.
The patronage Petrarch received from the Church and the Colonna family allowed him the
freedom to travel and write for the rest of his life. He is seen as a transitional figure in European
literature between the medieval period, whose writers focused on devotional works which had the
purpose of helping readers become better people and thus reach salvation, and the new ideals of the
Renaissance which valued the accomplishments of humankind. Petrarch took as the subject of his
writing the studia humanitatis, the study of humanity which was concerned with human feelings and
accomplishments and examined the purpose of an individual’s life. He transformed the way young
people were educated, appealing for the study of the great classics of ancient Greece and Rome,
instead of instruction based on scholasticism, a method which made a point of studying logic and
reason in order to argue obscure and, to Petrarch, irrelevant points of religious faith. He encouraged
the study and writing of history, ethics, Latin grammar (so one could read the classics of Greece and
Rome) and philosophy. This made him the most influential writer of the Renaissance.
He was also a voluminous correspondent with his friends and family and he kept copies of all
his letters which he brought together into collections to be published. As a result, we know a great deal
about his life, his thoughts and his ambitions. Writing became his vocation and his passion, and he
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developed a strong conviction that it was crucially important for men of letters to withdraw from the
temptations and distractions of the material world in order to get in better touch with their feelings
and thus write the most sublime literary works. He became a champion of the vita contemplativa, the
life of solitude.
In the following letter Petrarch tells us of his life.
1) What kind of person does Petrarch seem to be?
2) What personal qualities does he say he has? Do you think he is being honest?
3) What evidence do you see that he appreciates Greek and Roman history and literature?
4) What does he think of his own time?
5) What does he have to say about the men who became his patrons?
[From Kenneth R. Bartlett, The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance (Lexington, Massachusetts: DC
Heath & Co., 1992), 19-25]
It is possible that some word of me may have come to you, though even this is doubtful, since an
insignificant and obscure name will scarcely penetrate far in either time or space. If, however, you
should have heard of me, you may desire to know what manner of man I was, or what was the outcome
of my labors, especially those of which some description or, at any rate, the bare titles may have
reached you.
To begin with myself, then, the utterances of men concerning me will differ widely, since in passing
judgment almost everyone is influenced not so much by truth as by preference, and good and evil
report alike know no bounds. I was, in truth, a poor mortal like yourself, neither very exalted in my
origin, nor, on the other hand, of the most humble birth, but belonging, as Augustus Caesar says of
himself, to an ancient family. As to my disposition, I was not naturally perverse or wanting in modesty;
however, the contagion of evil associations may have corrupted me. . . . In my prime I was blessed
with a quick and active body, although not exceptionally strong; and while I do not lay claim to
remarkable personal beauty, I was comely enough in my best days. I was possessed of a clear
complexion, between light and dark, lively eyes, and for long years a keen vision, which however
deserted me, contrary to my hopes, after I reached my sixtieth birthday, and forced me, to my great
annoyance, to resort to glasses. Although I had previously enjoyed perfect health, old age brought with
it the usual array of discomforts.
I have always possessed an extreme contempt for wealth, not that riches are not desirable in
themselves, but because I hate the anxiety and care which are invariably associated with them. I
certainly do not long to be able to give gorgeous banquets. I have, on the contrary, led a happier
existence with plain living and ordinary fare than all the followers of Apicius,1 with their elaborate
dainties and good manners, have always been repugnant to me. I have ever felt that it was irksome and
profitless to invite others to such affairs, and not the less so to be bidden to them myself. On the other

1 Apicius was a legendary gourmet from the time of the Roman Emperor Tiberius in the first century A.D.
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hand, the pleasure of dining with one’s friends is so great that nothing has ever given me more delight
than their unexpected arrival, nor have I ever willingly sat down to table without a companion. Nothing
displeases me more than display, for not only is it bad in itself, and opposed to humility, but it is
troublesome and distracting.
I struggled in my younger days with a keen but constant and pure attachment, and would have
struggled with it longer had not the sinking flame been extinguished by death—premature and bitter,
but salutary.2 I should be glad to be able to say that I had always been entirely free from irregular
desires, but I should lie if I did so. I can, however, conscientiously claim that, although I may have
been carried away by the fire of youth or by my ardent temperament, I have always abhorred such sins
from the depths of my soul. As I approached the age of forty, while my powers were unimpaired and
my passions were still strong, I not only threw off my bad habits, but even the very recollection of
them, as if I had never looked upon a woman. This I mention as among the greatest of my blessings,
and I render thanks to God, who freed me, while still sound and vigorous, from a disgusting slavery
which had always been hateful to me.3 But let us turn to other matters.
I have perceived pride in others, never in myself, and however insignificant I may have been, I have
always been still less important in my own judgment. My anger has very often injured myself, but
never others. I make this boast without fear, since I am confident that I speak truly: While I am very
prone to take offense, I am equally quick to forget injuries, and have a memory tenacious of benefits. I
have always been most desirous of honorable friendships, and have faithfully cherished them. . . . In
my familiar associations with kings and princes, and in my friendship with noble personages, my good
fortune has been such as to excite envy. . . . The greatest kings of this age have loved and courted me.
They may know why; I certainly do not. With some of them I was on such terms that they seemed in a
certain sense my guests rather than I theirs; their lofty position in no way embarrassing me, but, on the
contrary, bringing with it many advantages.
I possessed a well-balanced rather than a keen intellect, one prone to all kinds of good and wholesome
study, but especially inclined to moral philosophy and the art of poetry. The latter, indeed, I neglected
as time went on, and took delight in sacred literature. Finding in that a hidden sweetness which I had
once esteemed but lightly, I came to regard the works of the poets as only amenities. Among the many
subjects which interested me, I dwelt especially upon antiquity, for our own age has always repelled
me, so that, had it not been for the love of those dear to me, I should have preferred to have been born
in any other period than our own. In order to forget my own time, I have constantly striven to place
myself in spirit in other ages, and consequently I delighted in history; . . . .

2 This may be a reference to Laura, but it does not fit chronologically. His fascination with Laura lasted until his death,
while this statement refers to his young adulthood.
3 Petrarch had taken holy orders earlier in life in order to be able to receive a church office from the pope. He was thus a
clergyman, although not a priest. But even so, he was supposed to remain celibate. However, we know that he fathered at
least two illegitimate children: Giovanni, born in 1337; and Francesca, born in 1343.
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My parents were honorable folk, Florentine in their origin, of medium fortune, or, I may as well admit
it, in a condition verging on poverty. They had been expelled from their native city,4 and consequently
I was born in exile, at Arezzo, in the year 1304 of this latter age which begins with Christ’s birth, July
the twentieth, on a Monday, at dawn. . . .
On the windy banks of the river Rhone I spent my boyhood, guided by my parents, and then, guided by
my own fancies, the whole of my youth. Yet there were long intervals spent elsewhere, for I first
passed four years at the little town of Carpentras, somewhat to the east of Avignon: in these two places
I learned as much of grammar, logic and rhetoric as my age permitted, or rather, as much as it is
customary to teach in school: you know how little that is, dear reader. I then set out for Montpelier to
study law, and spent four years there, then three at Bologna. I heard the whole body of the civil law,
and would, as many thought, have distinguished myself later, had I but continued my studies. I gave up
the subject altogether, however, so soon as it was no longer necessary to consult the wishes of my
parents.5 My reason was that, although the dignity of the law, which is doubtless very great, and
especially the numerous references it contains to Roman antiquity, did not fail to delight me, I felt it to
be habitually degraded by those who practice it. . . .
So at the age of two and twenty I returned home. I call my place of exile home, Avignon, where I had
been since childhood; for habit has almost the potency of nature itself. I had already begun to be
known there and my friendship was sought by prominent men; wherefore I cannot say. I confess this is
now a source of surprise to me, although it seemed natural enough at an age when we are used to
regard ourselves as worthy of the highest respect. I was courted first and foremost by that very
distinguished and noble family, the Colonnesi,6 who, at that period, adorned the Roman Curia7 with
their presence. However it might be now, I was at that time certainly quite unworthy of the esteem in
which I was held by them. I was especially honored by the incomparable Giacomo Colonna, then
Bishop of Lombez,8 whose peer I know not whether I have ever seen or ever shall see, and was taken
by him to Gascony; . . .
Returning thence, I passed many years in the house of Giacomo’s brother, Cardinal Giovanni Colonna,
not as if he were my lord and master, but rather my father, or better, a most affectionate brother—nay,
it was as if I were in my own home.9 About this time, a youthful desire impelled me to visit France and
Germany. While I invented certain reasons to satisfy my elders of the propriety of the journey, the real
explanation was a great inclination and longing to see new sights. . . .
4 Petrarch’s father had been a “White” Guelf and was banished by the victorious “Black” Guelfs on October 20, 1302 (nine
months after the expulsion of the poet Dante, whom he had known).
5 Petrarch left Bologna in April, 1326, probably on receiving news of his father’s death. His mother died some years later.
6 The Colonessi are the members of the Colonna family.
7 The Roman Curia was the central governing body of the Roman Catholic Church, and included the pope, his advisors and
the ecclesiastical officials and clerks who helped guide the Church.
8 Lombez is a French city thirty miles southwest of Toulouse in the province of Gascony. Giacomo had been elected bishop
in 1328. He died in 1341.
9 Petrarch’s first ecclesiastical appointment was as a household chaplain for Cardinal Colonna. He was an active member of
the cardinal’s staff from 1330 to 1337, and an occasionally active member for another ten years.
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On my return, since I experienced a deep-seated and innate repugnance to town life, especially in that
disgusting city of Avignon which I heartily abhorred, I sought some means of escape. I fortunately
discovered, about fifteen miles from Avignon, a delightful valley, narrow and secluded, called
Vaucluse, where the Sorgue, the prince of streams, takes its rise. Captivated by the charms of the place,
I transferred thither myself and my books. . . . .
While leading a leisurely existence in this region, I received, remarkable as it may seem, upon one and
the same day, letters both from the Senate at Rome and the Chancellor of the University of Paris,
pressing me to appear in Rome and Paris, respectively, to receive the poet’s crown of laurel. In my
youthful elation I convinced myself that I was quite worthy of this honor; the recognition came from
eminent judges, and I accepted their verdict rather than that of my own better judgment. I hesitated for
a time which I should give ear to, and sent a letter to Cardinal Giovanni Colonna, of whom I have
already spoken, asking his opinion. He was so near that, although I wrote late in the day, I received his
reply before the third hour on the morrow. I followed his advice, and recognized the claims of Rome as
superior to all others. My acceptance of his counsel is shown by my twofold letter to him on that
occasion, which I still keep. I set off accordingly; but although, after a fashion of youth, I was a most
indulgent judge of my own work, I still blushed to accept in my own case the verdict even of such men
as those who summoned me, despite the fact that they would certainly not have honored me in this
way, had they not believed me worthy.
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18. Petrarch, The Ascent of Mont Ventoux
Some scholars have said that Petrarch was the very first tourist because of his love of travel just to see
new places. This idea holds true in his account of a mountaineering trek he took with his brother
Gherardo and two servants to the summit of Mont Ventoux (6,200 ft.) in the Provence region of
southern France. This account comes from a letter, probably written in 1336, which he wrote to his
friend and confessor Dionigi da Borgo San Sepolcro, an Augustinian friar.
1) Is Petrarch merely relating a narrative of the day hike, or is he using the story of the climb as a
metaphor for something else?
2) What point is he trying to make by explaining the difference between the path he took to the top
and the path his brother took?
3) What is the significance of the passage from St. Augustine’s Confessions which Petrarch reads at
random? Why does it move him so strongly?
[From Kenneth R. Bartlett, ed., The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance: A Sourcebook (Lexington,
Massachusetts: DC Heath and Co., 1992), 25-32.]

Today I made the ascent of the highest mountain in this region, which is not improperly called
Ventosum.1 My only motive was the wish to see what so great an elevation had to offer. I have had the
expedition in mind for many years; for, as you know, I have lived in this region from infancy, having
been cast here by that fate which determines the affairs of men. Consequently the mountain, which is
visible from a great distance, was ever before my eyes, and I conceived the plan of some time doing
what I have at last accomplished today. . . .
When I came to look around for a companion I found, strangely enough, that hardly one among my
friends seemed suitable, so rarely do we meet with just the right combination of personal tastes and
characteristics, even among those who are dearest to us. This one was too apathetic, that one overanxious; this one too slow, that one too hasty; one too sad, another over-cheerful; one more simple,
another more sagacious, than I desired. I feared this one’s taciturnity and that one’s loquacity. The
heavy deliberation of some repelled me as much as the lean incapacity of others. I rejected those who
were likely to irritate me by a cold want of interest, as well as those who might weary me by their
excessive enthusiasm. . . . I looked about me with unusual care, balanced against one another the
various characteristics of my friends, and without committing any breach of friendship I silently
condemned every trait which might prove disagreeable on the way. And—would you believe it—I
finally turned homeward for aid, and proposed the ascent to my only brother, who is younger than I
am, and with whom you are well acquainted.2 He was delighted and gratified beyond measure by the
thought of holding the place of a friend as well as of a brother.
1 Latin for “windy.”
2 Petrarch’s brother Gherardo was probably born in 1307; studied with him at Bologna; shared the fashionable life at
Avignon; and became a monk in 1342.
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At the time fixed we left the house, and by evening reached Malaucene, which lies at the foot of the
mountain, to the north. Having rested there a day, we finally made the ascent this morning, with no
companions except two servants; and a most difficult task it was. The mountain is a very steep and
almost inaccessible mass of stony soil. But, as the poet has said, “Remorseless toil conquers all.” It
was a long day, the air was fine. We enjoyed the advantages of vigor of mind and strength and agility
of body, and everything else essential to those engaged in such an undertaking, and so had no other
difficulties to face than those of region itself. We found an old shepherd in one of the mountain dales,
who tried, at great length, to dissuade us from the ascent, saying that some fifty years before he had, in
the same ardor of youth, reached the summit, but had gotten for his pains nothing except fatigue and
regret, and clothes and body torn by the rocks and briars. No one, so far as he or his companions knew,
had ever tried the ascent before or after him. But his counsels increased rather than diminished our
desire to proceed, since youth is suspicious of warnings. So, the old man, finding out that his efforts
were in vain, went a little way with us, and pointed out a rough path among the rocks, uttering many
admonitions, which he continued to send after us even after we had left him behind. Surrendering to
him all such garments or other possessions as might prove burdensome to us, we made ready for the
ascent, and started off at a good pace.
But, as usually happens, fatigue quickly followed upon our excessive exertion, and we soon came to a
halt at the top of a certain cliff. Upon starting on again we went more slowly, and I especially
advanced along the rocky way with a more deliberate step. While my brother chose a direct path
straight up the ridge,3 I weakly took an easier one which really descended. When I was called back,
and the right road was shown me, I replied that I hoped to find a better way round on the other side,
and that I did not mind going farther if the path were only less steep. This was just an excuse for my
laziness; and when the others had already reached a considerable height I was still wandering in the
valleys. I had failed to find an easier path, and had only increased the distance and difficulty of the
ascent. At last I became disgusted with the intricate way I had chosen, and resolved to ascend without
more ado. When I reached my brother, who, while waiting for me, had had ample opportunity for rest,
I was tired and irritated. We walked along together for a time, but hardly had we passed the first spur
when I forgot about the circuitous route which I had just tried, and took a lower one again. Once more
I followed an easy, roundabout path through winding valleys, only to find myself soon in my old
difficulty. I was simply trying to avoid the exertion of the ascent; but no human ingenuity can alter the
nature of things, or cause anything to reach a height by going down. Suffice it to say that, much to my
vexation and my brother’s amusement, I made this same mistake three times or more during a few
hours.
After being frequently misled in this way, I finally sat down in a valley and transferred my winged
thoughts from things corporeal to the immaterial, addressing myself as follows: “What thou hast
repeatedly experienced today in the ascent of the mountain, happens to thee, as to many, in the journey

3 Perhaps an allusion to Gherardo’s choice of the monastic life in contrast to Petrarch’s secular career.
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toward the blessed life. But this is not so readily perceived by men, since the motions of the body are
obvious and external while those of the soul are invisible and hidden. Yes, the life which we call
blessed is to be sought for on a high eminence, and straight is the way that leads to it. Many, also, are
the hills that lie between, and we must ascend, by a glorious stairway, from strength to strength. At the
top is at once the end of our struggles and the goal for which we are bound. All wish to reach this
goal... What, then, doth hold thee back? Nothing, assuredly, except that thou wouldst take a path which
seems at first thought, more easy, leading through low and worldly pleasures. But nevertheless in the
end, after long wanderings, thou must perforce either climb the steeper path, under the burden of tasks
foolishly deferred, to its blessed culmination, or lie down in the valley of thy sins, and (I shudder to
think of it!), if the shadow of death overtake thee, spend an eternal night amid constant torments.”
These thoughts stimulated both body and mind in a wonderful degree for facing the difficulties which
yet remained. Oh, that I might traverse in spirit that other road for which I long day and night, even as
today I overcame material obstacles by my bodily exertions! . . .
One peak of the mountain, the highest of all, the country people call “Sonny,” why I do not know,
unless by antiphrasis, as I have sometimes suspected in other instances; for the peak in question would
seem to be the father of all the surrounding ones. On its top is a little level place, and here we could at
last rest our tired bodies. . .
I sighed, I must confess, for the skies of Italy, which I beheld rather with my mind than with my eyes.
An inexpressible longing came over me to see once more my friend4 and my country. At the same time
I reproached myself for this double weakness, springing, as it did, from a soul not yet steeled to manly
resistance. And yet there were excuses for both of these cravings, and a number of distinguished
writers might be summoned to support me. . .
. . . I turned over the last ten years in my mind, and then, fixing my anxious gaze on the future, I asked
myself, “If, perchance, thou shouldst prolong this uncertain life of thine for yet two lusters, and
shouldst make an advance toward virtue proportionate to the distance to which thou hast departed from
thine original infatuation during the past two years, since the new longing first encountered the old,
couldst thou, on reaching thy fortieth year, face death, if not with complete assurance, at least with
hopefulness, calmly dismissing from thy thoughts the residuum of life as it faded into old age?”
These and similar reflections occurred to me, my father. I rejoiced in my progress, mourned my
weakness, and commiserated the universal instability of human conduct. I had well-nigh forgotten
where I was and our object in coming; but at last I dismissed my anxieties, which were better suited to
other surroundings, and resolved to look about me and see what we had come to see. The sinking sun
and the lengthening shadows of the mountain were already warning us that the time was near at hand
when we must go. As if suddenly wakened from sleep, I turned about and gazed toward the west. . . .

4 Giacomo Colonna had been in Rome since 1333.
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While I was thus dividing my thoughts, now turning my attention to some terrestrial object that lay
before me, now raising my soul, as I had done my body, to higher places, it occurred to me to look into
my copy of St. Augustine’s Confessions, a gift that I owe to your love, and that I always have about
me.5 In memory of both the author and the giver, I opened the compact little volume, small indeed in
size, but of infinite charm, with the intention of reading whatever came to hand, for I could happen
upon nothing that would be otherwise than edifying and devout. Now it chanced that the tenth book
presented itself. My brother, waiting to hear something of St. Augustine’s from my lips, stood
attentively by. I call him, and God too, to witness that where I first fixed my eyes it was written: “And
men go about to wonder at the heights of the mountains, and the mighty waves of the sea, and the wide
sweep of rivers, and the circuit of the ocean, and the revolution of the stars, but themselves they
consider not.” I was abashed, and, asking my brother (who was anxious to hear more) not to annoy me,
I closed the book, angry with myself that I should still be admiring earthly things who might long ago
have learned from even the pagan philosophers that nothing is wonderful but the soul, which, when
great itself, finds nothing great outside itself. Then, in truth, I was satisfied that I had seen enough of
the mountain; I turned my inward eye upon myself, and from that time not a syllable fell from my lips
until we reached the bottom again. Those words had given me occupation enough for I could not
believe that it was by mere accident that I happened upon them. What I had there read I believed to be
addressed to me and to no other. . . .

5 In the last year of his life Petrarch gave his copy of the Confessions to Luigi Marsili, an Augustinian friar who had settled
in Florence and was to be an important influence on Coluccio Salutati and Niccolo Niccoli, two important humanists.
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19. Coluccio Salutati, Letter to Peregrino Zambeccari (1398)
Coluccio Salutati (1331-1406) was born in the contado of the city-state of Florence. He was trained as
a notary, a civic official who performed various legal duties associated with civil law, such a
witnessing signatures on documents, identifying individuals involved in legal proceedings, and
drawing up wills and other legal documents, much like a lawyer but without appearing in a courtroom.
He was a good friend of Petrarch and shared the great poet’s firm belief in the value of a humanist
education which focused on the study of ancient Greek and Roman writers. However, he disagreed
with Petrarch’s call for men of letters to withdraw from the world and focus on the vita
contempletiva, the quiet, contemplative life. Salutati saw value in humanists using their education and
intellect for the good of their city-state by taking an active part in governance and civic life, which he
called the vita activa. He became the main exponent of a movement in humanistic studies known as
civic humanism.
In 1375 Salutati became the Chancellor of Florence, an office he held until his death in 1406.
He used this position to encourage humanism among the educated elites of the city and to promote
humanist values in general. His effectiveness as a spokesman for the republic was illustrated by
Florence’s great enemy Giangaleazzo Visconti, who remarked that a letter of Salutati was worth a
contingent of cavalry. Salutati cemented humanistic learning to the service of the Florentine republic.
He was the patron of many subsequent humanists, and he brought the principles of humanism into the
highest reaches of Florentine society and government.
In the following selection, observe how Salutati constructs an argument to refute the assertions
of his friend Peregrino Zambeccari that retreat into the vita contemplativa is the only way for an
educated man to find true peace and be unaffected by the temptations of the material world.
1) How does Salutati make use of Peregrino’s lost love, Giovanna, in his argument?
2) What kind of evidence does he present to back up his argument?
3) In the end, why does he say the vita activa is as valid a way of living as the vita contemplativa?
[From Kenneth R. Bartlett, ed., The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance (Lexington, Massachusetts:
DC Heath, 1992), 72-83.]
You write, my Peregrino, that you have left the confusions and ravings of vain love behind and
have strengthened your resolve through Him who hung on the cross for the salvation of the human
race. And you add, if I might cite your words:
I hope, if bitter fortune not vex and disquiet me, to choose within two years, when I am in control of
myself, a form of life that will make me master of my own time, and I will flee cares and the pursuit of
wealth, which have up to the present deprived me of true freedom. Time will not make me as much a
slave as it does you. And that you might believe that I have become another Peregrino: I have had an
oratory1 constructed outside the gate of Saint Mammoli, in which I shall leave the relics of that mad
Cupid. I will cherish and love the Mother of our Redeemer instead of false Giovanna, and I will leave
1 An oratory was a church structure, like a chapel, built for the purpose of prayer and the celebration of the Mass.
Peregrino has acted as a patron and financed the building of an oratory.
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you behind in this confused world attempting to flatter everyone. Farewell and spend a part of your old
age on my behalf so that, if I survive you, I might be educated with your sacred words of eloquence.

I have quoted your words in context so that you might know that you wrote not in dust, which the wind
scatters, nor in ice, which melts in sun and fire. Responding to you with this letter, I quoted them to
this extent so that they might remain for reference. If I might enter into a friendly argument with you
about some of your remarks, have you not said: “Now I have left the confusions and ravings of vain
love”? Have you strengthened your resolve in our Savior, you who hope to choose (if fortune permits)
a new life within two years, when you will be ready to free time for yourself? Are you to deposit the
relics of mad Cupid in this your oratory? Are you going to love the Virgin Mary instead of the false
Giovanna?2 Have you strengthened yourself in Christ, my Peregrino, who loves not yet but who will
love His mother, the Virgin? My Peregrino, anyone who intended to do what you say you will do
would be mad! You have not yet left the remnants of a foolish love and still maintain that you are
firmly tied to Christ. Do you not feel that these things are like opposites that contradict each other? Do
you wish for miracles for yourself? For my part, I do not simply hope but ardently long for them.
Nevertheless I rejoice that you who were once the blind lover of your Giovanna, and would not heed
my warnings, have finally with open eyes confessed that this love was false. I am vexed and
displeased, however, that, although you recognize your earthly love to be false, you have not yet given
it up and not made that fruitful conversion. You still love Giovanna and not the Virgin Mary, whom
you say you will cherish and love but do not love now. Why put it off, my Peregrino? Why not start
today? Why draw things out by procrastinating? This commitment does not require an oratory, only
your heart and mind; there is no need to postpone what can be accomplished in a moment. If you
discard the foolish, false, and mad love of Giovanna, you will have to love something else. Our soul
cannot not love. It is perpetual, it always grows, always thinks, always loves. If you do not come to
love the Virgin Mary, it is necessary that you embrace another thing with love, or doubtless remain in
love with Giovanna. . . .
I see, my Peregrino, that among the errors conceived regarding Giovanna the light of truth shines in
you and that you are drawn from one extreme to the other. But before you consider the extremes, I
want you to bring yourself back to the mean. To love Mary the Virgin and to have loved Giovanna are
two extremes that confront each other as if from opposite towers. You will not be able to love Mary as
much as you ought. You have been given the capacity and are able to love Giovanna to a lesser extent
so as not to exceed the proper limit in loving. You have loved the latter with physical love and to the
point of madness, but Mary is necessarily loved for spiritual consolation and as an example of chastity.
You marveled at your earthly love among transitory things; however, you shall learn that Mary is to be
cherished among eternal objects that lead to eternal glory. When you love the Virgin above you, then
you will be near the goal.
2 We do not know the identity of Giovanna. From earlier letters it appears that years before, as a single man, Zambeccari
had tried to marry her, but she chose another. Taking a wife himself in 1384, he was never able to put Giovanna out of his
mind.
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Hence, I urge you, my Peregrino, and I admonish you, if you ever want to learn anything from me,
abandon Giovanna completely. Second, consider that you are obligated to the state and to your family,
your sons and relations. After you have fulfilled these obligations, free from others, you will be able to
prepare yourself for that final love and charity for Mary that does not puff up but edifies. Therefore,
paying your debt, you will learn how much you owe to the highest good and in what way you, who do
not yet understand, may satisfy those claims.
God has appointed you father of many and, because of so many blessings, the refuge and friend to
many; He has made it so that in your commonwealth3 you are able to do more than generally anyone
else. If you desert these obligations, will God not demand these things from you? You have received a
talent; do not bury it but use it. Labor! Make yourself a useful servant! Pay back in kind what was
given you!4 Perhaps it is not actually God’s will that you convert to another life. It is good and honest
to love Mary, but it is better to imitate her. Know, however, that for this purpose we have no need for a
man-made oratory or of solitude. Our mind, our heart, and our soul make a perpetual temple of God
built not by man’s hand. . . . .
Do not think about peace for yourself when you can have no peace in the flesh. There will be worry in
the hermitage5; it does not abandon you in the oratory nor when you are alone in bed. You do not know
how full of stimulation solitude is, how beset by thoughts, and how it is a prey to dangers. We praise
all those things that we have not learned to fear; the active man and the contemplative man alike have
their troubles. Each shade endures his own sufferings; each one is tied to something that impedes,
troubles, and disquiets. Do not believe, my Peregrino, that to flee the crowd, to avoid the sight of
attractive objects, to shut oneself in a cloister6 or to go off to a hermitage is the way of perfection.
Something in you sets the seal of perfection on your work, something that receives within those things
that do not touch you, nay, that are unable to touch you if your mind and spirit will restrain themselves
and not seek outside. If it will not admit those external things, the square, the forum, the court, and the
busy places of the city will be to you a kind of hermitage, a very remote and perfect solitude. But if
remembering things absent or confronted with enticements, our mind reaches outside itself, I do not
know how it is an advantage to live as a solitary. . .
Now, my Peregrino, tell me; Who do you think was more pleasing to God, the contemplative hermit
Paul or the active man Abraham? Do you not think that Jacob, with twelve sons, so many flocks of
3 A reference to the republic of Florence.
4 This passage gives us a glimpse into the mindset of the fourteenth century. We know that Peregrino is a wealthy man, due
to the fact that he can so easily have an oratory built on a whim. In the Renaissance most people believed that the rich had
an obligation to assist others, whether family, friends, clients or one’s fellow citizens. Salutati is here reminding Peregrino
that God has given him his wealth for a reason, and he should make sure he is living up to his obligations.
5 A hermitage was a kind of monastery or religious retreat, usually in an out-of-the-way place, where one could go to be in
seclusion.
6 A cloister was the covered walkway found in many monasteries and nunneries which gave the monks and nuns a place to
walk even in inclement weather. To “shut oneself in a cloister” meant to join a monastery and thus take up the
contemplative life.
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sheep, and two wives, and so much wealth and property, was more acceptable to God than two
Macharii, Theophylac or Hilarion?7 Believe me, Peregrino, for just as there are incomparably more
who are busy in secular affairs than who are concerned with spiritual matters alone, so far more of this
kind of men are accepted by God than of that group who are interested in spiritual things alone. . . .
. . .Father Augustine8 immediately added: “Therefore let us not despair of the citizens of the kingdom
of heaven, when we see them do some of the business of Babylon, some terrestrial affair in the
terrestrial republic; nor again should we keep congratulating all men who we see doing heavenly
business.” And after a few words he added: “Those amid earthly matters raise their hearts to heaven,
these amid heavenly words draw their hearts to the earth.”
I have quoted all these passages of father Augustine, so that you not keep flattering yourself about your
man-constructed oratory or about your being closer to heavenly things, and that you not damn me for
remaining in the world. Clearly your fleeing the world can draw your heart from heavenly things to
earth, and I, remaining in earthly affairs, will be able to raise my heart to heaven. And you, if you
provide for and serve and strive for your family and your sons, your relatives and your friends, and
your state (which embraces all), you cannot fail to raise your heart to heavenly things and please God.
Indeed, devoted to these things, you are perhaps more acceptable since you not only claim for yourself
the coexistence of the first cause, but striving as hard as you can for things necessary to your family,
pleasing to your friends, and salubrious for the state, you work together with that same cause that
provides for all.9. . .
I grant that the contemplative life is more sublime for its high level of thought; more delectable with
the sweetness of tranquility and meditation; more self-sufficient since it requires fewer things; more
divine since it considers divine rather than human things; more noble since it exercises the intellect, the
higher part of the soul, which among living things is the unique possession of man. I grant, finally, that
it is more lovable because of itself and, as Aurelius says, that it is to be sought for love of truth;
nonetheless, the active life that you flee is to be followed both as an exercise in virtue and because of
the necessity of brotherly love. Indeed, as the Philosopher10 has said, it is better to philosophize than to
grow rich, but philosophy is not to be chosen by one needing the necessities of life. The contemplative
life is better, I confess; nevertheless, it is not always to be chosen by everybody.

7 Three of these can be identified as monks: St. Macarius of Alexandria (4 th century), St. Macarius of Egypt (4 th century),
and St. Hilarion (4th century). Salutati probably meant the fourth, Theophylac, to be Theophylact of Alexandria, patriarch of
the city in the fourth century and regarded as the friend of the monks of the desert.
8 St. Augustine of Hippo (A.D. 354-430) was an early Christian bishop, writer and intellectual. His most important
contribution to the spread of Christianity was his ability to explain the basic tenets of the Christian faith in terms of Greek
and Roman philosophy. This made Christian theology much more complex, but at the same time intellectually satisfying. It
also had the effect of converting many educated pagans to the new faith. As a result, St. Augustine is considered to be one
of the great Doctors of the Church.
9 Salutati is saying that when Peregrino serves his fellow men, God is not merely present, as he is when men do any act, but
a special relationship arises. In helping others Peregrino is imitating God’s Providence.
10 The Greek philosopher Aristotle was so admired during the Middle Ages that he was referred to as “The Philosopher.”
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The active life is inferior, but many times it is to be preferred. Although the contemplative life is a
matter of choice and the active life concerns necessary things, the latter is not so attached and tied to
existence that it does not care about or consider acting well. Therefore do you not believe that this way
of life opens a path to heaven?. . . .
Indeed, although we distinguish these two ways of life with words and argument, they are really
mixed; no one can be so connected with material things that he does for God’s sake that he entirely
lacks a contemplative element; nor can a contemplative, if he lives as a man, be completely dead to
secular matters. Since God is in the end of all his actions how else could he do this unless he has
contemplated God and this is done from act to act? . . .
Will he be a contemplative so completely devoted to God that disasters befalling a dear one or the
death of relatives will not affect him and the destruction of his homeland not move him? If there were
such a person, and he related to other people like this, he would show himself not a man but a tree
trunk, a useless piece of wood, a hard rock and obdurate stone; nor would he imitate the mediator of
God and man who represents the highest perfection. For Christ wept over Lazarus and cried
abundantly over Jerusalem, in these things, as in others, leaving us an example to follow.
To conclude shortly, let us grant that the contemplative life is better, more divine and sublime; yet it
must be mixed with action and cannot always remain at the height of speculation. . . .
Tell me, I pray, what will we be called to answer for in that last judgment if not works of mercy,
whether neglected or unfulfilled? For the one who clothed the naked, fed the hungry, gave drink to the
thirsting, buried the dead, freed the imprisoned, visited the sick, received the wanderer, will hear these
happy words: “Come, blessed of my father, possess the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation
of the world.” . . .
I want you, however, if you change your form of life, to learn in society to please God not yourself; so
that, departing from this confusion, you seek not your own quiet, nor any pleasure in such things even
if they be honorable, but the tears of sins and the deepest affliction because of the beloved Giovanna,
bewailing your errors and grinding in penitence. . . . Florence, April 23 (1398).

60

20. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Oration on the Dignity of Man
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494) was one of the greatest humanist scholars of the fifteenth
century, and his Oration on the Dignity of Man (composed in 1486; first printed in 1496) became the
great manifesto of the proponents of the studia humanitatis. He was born into the noble Pico family
who were the rulers of Mirandola and the county of Concordia in Italy. His family recognized early his
prodigious memory and affinity for languages and used their connections to get him into the university
of Bologna at the age of fourteen to study canon law, hoping he would enter into a church career.
However, as a student he came in contact with important humanists, including Marsilio Ficino and
Girolamo Savonarola, and changed his focus to philosophy and languages, ultimately mastering Latin,
Greek, Hebrew, Arabic and Aramaic. In 1484 he visited Florence and met Lorenzo de Medici (known
as Lorenzo the Magnificent), the ruler of the city, who became his patron and protector. His writings,
which made references to the works of classical Greek and Roman authors, but also to those of Arabic
scholars and Hebrew Kabbalistic texts, brought him to the notice of Church leaders. The fact that he
championed the human quest for knowledge, even among non-Christian writers, gave his work an
anticlerical ben. Ultimately his writings were deemed heretical by the pope and he was forced to
recant many of his beliefs. Without the active protection of his patron Lorenzo de Medici he would
have suffered imprisonment or worse. He died in mysterious circumstances at the age of thirty-one.
The Oration became his most famous work for its argument on why human beings, of all of
God’s creations, were unique in their place in the universe. Most Europeans believed in a concept
known as the Great Chain of Being, which posited that all things created by God were linked together
in a hierarchy. In this model there was a place for everything, and everything had its place. There was
a hierarchy of angels linked to a hierarchy of humans which was linked to a hierarchy of animals
which was linked to a hierarchy of minerals. Absolutely everything fit into this model. Angels resided
in the spiritual world while the others resided in the material world. God had bestowed special
abilities or characteristics upon all of his creations. For example, angels were holy, lions had great
strength, horses had speed, birds had flight, snakes had a poisonous bite, gold did not tarnish. But
what did human beings have to make them special? His answer became a clarion call for humanists
who supported the Renaissance ideas of the importance of human beings and the rise of a more
secular society.
Please read the following excerpt and answer these questions:
1) According to Pico, why did God create human beings?
2) Why are humans the most fortunate of all living things?
3) What do humans have that no other living thing, whether spiritual or material, has?
Most esteemed Fathers, I have read in the ancient writings of the Arabians. . .that there was nothing to
be seen more marvelous than man. And that celebrated exclamation of Hermes Trismegistus, “What a
great miracle is man, Asclepius'' confirms this opinion.
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And still, as I reflected upon the basis assigned for these estimations, I was not fully persuaded by the
diverse reasons advanced for the pre-eminence of human nature; that man is the intermediary between
creatures, that he is the familiar of the gods above him as he is the lord of the beings beneath him; that,
by the acuteness of his senses, the inquiry of his reason and the light of his intelligence, he is the
interpreter of nature, set midway between the timeless unchanging and the flux of time; the living
union (as the Persians say), the very marriage hymn of the world, and, by David's testimony but little
lower than the angels. . . I feel that I have come to some understanding of why man is the most
fortunate of living things and, consequently, deserving of all admiration; of what may be the condition
in the hierarchy of beings assigned to him, which draws upon him the envy, not of the brutes alone, but
of the astral beings1 and of the very intelligences which dwell beyond the confines of the world. . . .
[At the time of Creation] God the Father, the Mightiest Architect, had already raised, according to the
precepts of His hidden wisdom, this world we see, the cosmic dwelling of divinity, a temple most
august. He had already adorned the supercelestial region with Intelligences2, infused the heavenly
globes with the life of immortal souls and set the fermenting dung-heap of the inferior world teeming
with every form of animal life. But when this work was done, the Divine Artificer still longed for some
creature which might comprehend the meaning of so vast an achievement, which might be moved with
love at its beauty and smitten with awe at its grandeur. When, consequently, all else had been
completed (as both Moses and Timaeus testify), in the very last place, He bethought Himself of
bringing forth man. . . .
At last, the Supreme Maker decreed that this creature, to whom He could give nothing wholly his own,
should have a share in the particular endowment3 of every other creature. Taking man, therefore, this
creature of indeterminate image, He set him in the middle of the world and thus spoke to him:
“We have given you, O Adam, no visage proper to yourself, nor endowment properly your own, in
order that whatever place, whatever form, whatever gifts you may, with premeditation, select, these
same you may have and possess through your own judgment and decision. The nature of all other
creatures is defined and restricted within laws which We have laid down; you, by contrast, impeded by
no such restrictions, may, by your own free will, to whose custody We have assigned you, trace for
yourself the lineaments4 of your own nature. I have placed you at the very center of the world, so that
from that vantage point you may with greater ease glance round about you on all that the world
contains. We have made you a creature neither of heaven nor of earth, neither mortal nor immortal, in
order that you may, as the free and proud shaper of your own being, fashion yourself in the form you
may prefer. It will be in your power to descend to the lower, brutish forms of life; you will be able,
through your own decision, to rise again to the superior orders whose life is divine.''

1 Angels.
2 Again, angels.
3 Special characteristics.
4 Line or lineage.
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Oh unsurpassed generosity of God the Father, Oh wondrous and unsurpassable felicity of man, to
whom it is granted to have what he chooses, to be what he wills to be! The brutes, from the moment of
their birth, bring with them, as Lucilius5 says, “from their mother's womb'' all that they will ever
possess. The highest spiritual beings were, from the very moment of creation, or soon thereafter, fixed
in the mode of being which would be theirs through measureless eternities. But upon man, at the
moment of his creation, God bestowed seeds pregnant with all possibilities, the germs of every form of
life. Whichever of these a man shall cultivate, the same will mature and bear fruit in him. If vegetative,
he will become a plant; if sensual, he will become brutish; if rational, he will reveal himself a heavenly
being; if intellectual, he will be an angel and the son of God. And if, dissatisfied with the lot of all
creatures, he should recollect himself into the center of his own unity, he will there become one spirit
with God, in the solitary darkness of the Father, Who is set above all things, himself transcend all
creatures.

5 Probably Quintus Lucilius Balbus, a Stoic philosopher much admired by Cicero.
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21. Leonardo Bruni, Panegyric to the City of Florence (c.1403-4)
Leonardo Bruni produced translations of historical, philosophical, oratorical and epistolary texts from
Greek and Latin, but also wrote his own works drawing upon these classical models. The Panegyric to
the City of Florence was based upon Aelius Aristides’s “Panathenaicus,” written in the second century
A.D., and offered a panegyric (i.e. a speech or piece of writing that praises someone greatly and does
not mention anything bad about them) to the city of Florence. Aristides claimed that Athens acted as a
bulwark against the despotism of Persia, and so Bruni argued that the republican city of Florence was
fighting a battle against the despotism of Milan, controlled by the Visconti family.
After reading the following selection, please answer these questions:
1) What does Bruni say is special about Florence?
2) What makes the Florentine form of government so superior?
. . . Now if my auditors1 want to comprehend how outstanding a city Florence is (and I have justifiably
praised it at length), let them travel through the entire world and select any city they wish and compare
it with Florence – not just in splendor and architecture (although in these things Florence is unrivaled
in the whole world), nor just in nobility of its citizens (though all other cities cede to Florence first
place in this category), but in virtues and accomplishments as well. If they will do these things they
will begin to understand what a difference there is between Florence and other cities, for they will find
no other city that can compare in any of these praiseworthy categories to our Florence.
I have said “any,” and so I shall prove it forthwith. If they find some city that is judged in the common
opinion of men to stand out in some kind of virtue, let them give proof of that same quality in which
the city is said to excel. I do not think they will find any city that, even in its own specialty, is not
inferior to Florence. In short, a city cannot be found that equals Florence in any given category – not in
devoutness of belief, nor in economic might, nor in concern for fellow citizens, nor in the
achievements of its people. Let them enter in this competition whatever city they like; Florence will
take on all challengers. . . . Indeed, the excellence of this city is a real marvel, and as a city worthy of
praise in every kind of activity, it is really without equal.
Now I’m not going to discuss practical wisdom, a quality that everyone has always conceded to
Florence in any case and that we have always seen practiced here with great capacity. Was there ever
such beneficence as this city has displayed and displays now? For this quality seems intended to help
as many as possible, and all have heard of the city’s liberality, especially those who have needed it
most. Because of Florence’s reputation for generosity, all those who were exiled from their homeland
and uprooted by seditious plots, or dispossessed on account of the envy of their fellow citizens, have
always come to Florence as to a safe haven and unique sort of refuge. Hence there is no one in the
whole of Italy who does not consider himself to possess dual citizenship, the one of the city to which

1 Hearers
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he naturally belongs, the other of the city of Florence. As a result Florence has indeed become the
common homeland and quite secure asylum for all of Italy. . . .
As Florence is admirable in foreign affairs, so it has outstanding civil institutions and laws. Nowhere
else do you find such internal order, such neatness, and such harmonious cooperation. There is
proportion in strings of a harp so that when they are tightened, a harmony results from the different
tones; nothing could be sweeter or more pleasing to the ear than this. In the same way, this very
prudent city is harmonized in all its parts, so there results a single great, harmonious constitution
whose harmony pleases both the eyes and minds of men. . . Here are outstanding officials, outstanding
magistrates, an outstanding judiciary, and outstanding social classes. . . .
Now, first of all, great care is taken so that justice is held most sacred in the city, for without justice
there can be no city, nor would Florence even be worthy to be called a city. Next there is provision for
freedom, without which this great people would not even consider that life was worth living. These
two principles are joined (almost as a stamp or goal) to all the institutions and statutes that the
Florentine government has created. Indeed, the magistracies were created to carry out justice; they
have been empowered to punish criminals and especially to ensure that there is no one in Florence who
stands above the law. Thus, all conditions2 of men must submit to the decisions of these magistracies,
and they must pay due respect to the symbols of these offices. . . Many provisions are made so that
these magistrates do not lord it over others or undermine the great freedom of the Florentines.
First of all, the chief magistracy that is commonly viewed as possessing the sovereignty of the state is
controlled by a system of checks and balances. Hence there are nine magistrates instead of one, and
their term is for two months, not for one year. This method of governing has been devised so that the
Florentine state may be well governed, since a majority will correct any errors in judgment, and the
short terms of office will curb any possible insolence. Moreover, the city is divided into four quarters
so that each section can never lack its own representative, and from each quarter two men are elected.
And these men are not chosen by chance, but they have the approval of the citizens for a long time and
are judged worthy of such a great honor. Now, in addition to these eight citizens, the task of governing
the state is entrusted to one man, outstanding in virtue and authority and chosen in rotation from these
same quarters. He is the chief of the priorate3 and bears the standard that is the symbol of the rule of
justice over unruly men.4 The nine men, to whom the government of Florence is entrusted, can live
nowhere except in the Palazzo Vecchio, so that they may be in a better position to govern the city.
They are not to appear in public without their sergeants, for their dignity demands that they be treated
with respect. Indeed, because it sometimes happens that there is a need for a larger council, the Twelve
Good Men are added to discuss public matters together with the nine priors. Besides, to these are
joined the standard-bearers of the Companies5 whom the whole population supports and follows since
2 Ranks or classes
3 A reference to the Signoria.
4 The gonfaloniere (or standard-bearer) of justice was considered to be the leader of the Signoria.
5 The Companies were the armed associations created by the populo when Florence was a commune. By this time they
were under the control of the gonfaloniere of justice and not the populo.
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it is necessary to protect liberty with arms. These standard-bearers are also part of the council, and, like
the higher magistrates, they are elected by quarter. They hold office for a term of four months. . . .
Therefore, under these magistracies this city has been governed with such diligence and competence
that one could not find better discipline even in a household ruled by a solicitous father. As a result, no
one here has ever suffered any harm, and no one has ever had to alienate6 any property except when he
wanted to. The judges, the magistrates are always on duty; the courts, even the highest tribunal is open.
All classes of men can be brought to trial; laws are made prudently for the common good, and they are
fashioned to help the citizens. There is no place on earth where there is greater justice open equally to
everyone. Nowhere else does freedom grow so vigorously, and nowhere else are rich and poor alike
treated with such equality. In this one also can discern Florence’s great wisdom, perhaps greater than
that of other cities. Now when very powerful men, relying on their wealth and position, appear to be
offending or harming the weak, the government steps in and exacts heavy fines and penalties from the
rich. It is consonant with reason that as the status of men is different, so their penalties ought to be
different. The city has judged it consistent with its ideals of justice and prudence that those who have
the most need should also be helped the most. . . . [E]veryone is of equal rank since the Florentine state
itself has promised to protect the less powerful. . .

6 Put up for sale.
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22. Account of Lorenzo de Medici, the Magnificent (1469)
The De Medici family of Florence made their riches in banking and parlayed that wealth into political
power under Cosimo de Medici (1389-1464). In the decades after the Ciompi revolt powerful merchant
families sought to influence elections to the Signoria and thus put forth policies which would benefit
themselves and their allies. By 1420 Cosimo had begun to use his wealth to control the votes of civic
officials in the Florentine government. He also became a great benefactor to the city, building
churches, hospitals, and fountains (important as sources of free fresh water). Cosimo also became a
patron of the arts giving commissions to Renaissance artists which beautified his own home but also
the public buildings of Florence. His generosity gained him the title of “Father of the City.” Even
though Florence still considered itself a republic, the de Medici family became its true rulers. They
controlled the political world from behind the scenes. When Cosimo died, his son Piero took over the
family bank and became the successor to his father’s power.
Lorenzo de Medici (1449-1492) was Piero’s son, a man of such great charisma and generosity
to the city that he gained the nickname of Lorenzo the Magnificent. His personal journal gives
examples of the patronage which the de Medici family bestowed on Florence over the decades.
1) What kinds of patronage did the de Medici family dispense?
2) What evidence of their wealth do you see in these entries?
3) Why do you think the family was revered by many citizens of Florence?
[From Gene Brucker, ed. The Society of Renaissance Florence: A Documentary Study (New York:
Harper & Row, 1971), 27.]

[1469] To do as others had done, I held a joust in the Piazza San Croce at great expense and with great
pomp. I find we spent about 10,000 ducats1. . . . Piero, our father, departed this life on July 2. . .
having been much tormented by gout. He would not make a will, but we drew up an inventory and
found that we possessed 237,988 scudi.2
I find that from 1434 till now we have spent large sums of money, as appear in a small quarto
notebook of the said year to the end of 1471. Incredible are the sums written down. They amount to
663,753 florins for alms, buildings and taxes, let alone other expenses. But I do not regret this, for
though many would consider it better to have a part of that sum in their purse, I consider that it gave
great honor to our State, and I think the money was well expended, and am well pleased.

1 A ducat was a gold coin minted by Venice in imitation of the florin. In was a slightly heavier coin than the florin.
2 A scudo was another kind of gold coin.
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23. An impromptu pilgrimage
Within the Renaissance artist’s workshop, the most humble relics of antiquity were deemed worthy of
study and emulation. Seemingly no fragment was too small, no workmanship too mediocre to pique
interest. More substantial discoveries kindled excitement that spread like wildfire from one artist to
another. The following anecdote concerns the architect Filippo Brunelleschi (1377–1446) and his
passionate response to reports of a promising new find. It offers important information on the social
networks of artists and architects.
Please read the following selection and try to answer these questions:
1) How does Brunelleschi find out about the sarcophagus?
2) What does this anecdote tell us about artists and their interest in the ancient world?
3) What does this story tell us about how knowledge of the past was transmitted?
[From Giorgio Vasari, The Lives of the Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, 8 vols., trans. A. B. Hinds
(London: J.M. Dent, 1900), 2: 117–8. Found at http://italianrenaissanceresources.com/units/unit7/primary-sources/an-impromptu-pilgrimage/]

One morning, some months after his return [to Florence], Filippo was on the piazza of S. Maria del
Fiore with Donato1 and other artists discussing antique sculptures, and Donato was relating how…he
had entered the Pieve2, and seen a remarkable ancient marble sarcophagus, with a bas-relief3, a rare
thing then, for the multitude of things discovered in our day had not then been dug out. Donato went
on to say how excellently the master had done his work, describing the perfection and beauty with
which he had completed it, and so inflamed Filippo with an ardent desire to see it, that, just as he was,
in his mantle, hood, and sabots4, he left them without saying a word of where he was going, and
proceeded to Cortona, led by his love and affection for art. He saw the sarcophagus, admired it, and
made a drawing of it, with which he returned to Florence without Donato or anyone else being aware
that he had left the city, for they thought he must be engaged upon designing or contriving something.
On his return he showed his carefully executed drawing, and Donato greatly marveled at this proof of
Filippo’s love for his art.

1 The sculptor Donatello.
2 The parish church in Cortona, a nearby town.
3 A bas relief is a sculpture where the main elements appear to be raised up from the sculpture’s background. This is done
by a time-consuming process of chipping away the background to give a three dimensional effect.
4 Sabots were wooden clogs, a very informal and inexpensive type of footwear.
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24. Instructions of Isabella d’Este to Perugino, 19 January, 1503
Isabella d’Este (1474-1539) was the Marchioness of Mantua, a city in northern Italy which was ruled
by her husband, the Marquess of Mantua. She was considered to be one of the most important women
of the Renaissance. She ruled Mantua as a regent for her husband when he was absent and for her son
until he came of age. She was highly educated and became an influential patron of the arts. Pietro
Perugino was a painter who studied in Florence and was commissioned by Pope Sixtus IV to help
decorate the Sistine Chapel. This made his reputation, and he set up a famous workshop from which he
became quite wealthy. Patrons from around Italy gave him commissions. We often have an image of
artists as being the main creative force behind great works of art. However, this letter shows that this
might not always have been the case.
1) In the following letter who sketches out the main figures for the painting being commissioned?
2) How detailed are these?
3) How does the theme of this painting show the influence of Renaissance ideas on art?
[From Kenneth R. Bartlett, ed., The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance: A Sourcebook (Lexington,
Massachusetts: DC Heath & Co., 1992), 220-222.]

Lord Francesco de’ Malatesta, procurator of the Marchioness of Mantua, in the best manner he was
able, commissioned from Master [Pietro] Perugino, painter, there present, the undertaking on his own
behalf and that of his heirs to make a painting on canvas, 2-1/2 braccia high and 3 braccia wide, and
the said Pietro, the contractor, is obliged to paint on it certain work of Lasciviousness and Modesty (in
conflict) with these and many other embellishments, transmitted in this instruction to the said Pietro by
the said Marchioness of Mantua, the copy of which is as follows:
Our poetic invention, which we greatly want to see painted by you, is a battle of Chastity against
Lasciviousness, that is to say, Pallas1 and Diana fighting vigorously against Venus and Cupid. And
Pallas should seem almost to have vanquished Cupid, having broken his golden arrow and cast his
silver bow underfoot; with one hand she is holding him by the bandage which the blind boy has before
his eyes, and with the other she is lifting her lance and about to kill him. By comparison Diana must
seem to be having a closer fight with Venus for victory. Venus has been struck by Diana’s arrow only
on the surface of the body, on her crown and garland, or on a veil she may have around her; and part of
Diana’s raiment will have been singed by the torch of Venus, but nowhere else will either of them have
been wounded. Beyond these four deities, the most chaste nymphs in the trains of Pallas and Diana, in
whatever attitudes and ways you please, have to fight fiercely with a lascivious crowd of fauns, satyrs
and several thousand cupids; and these cupids must be much smaller than the first [the god Cupid], and
not bearing golden bows and silver arrows, but bows and arrows of some baser material such as wood
or iron or what you please. And to give more expression and decoration to the picture, beside Pallas I
1 A Roman name for an aspect of Athena, the Greek goddess of wisdom, who was a virgin. Thus she fights on the side of
Chastity along with Diana, the virgin goddess of the hunt.
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want to have the olive tree sacred to her, with a shield leaning against it bearing the head of Medusa,
and with the owl, the bird peculiar to Pallas, perched among the branches. And beside Venus I want
her favorite tree, the myrtle, to be placed. But to enhance the beauty a fount of water must be included,
such as a river or the sea, where fauns, satyrs and more cupids will be seen, hastening to the help of
Cupid, some swimming through the river, some flying, and some riding upon white swans, coming to
join such an amorous battle. . . .
I am sending you all of these details in a small drawing, so that with both the written description and
the drawing you will be able to consider my wishes in this matter. But if you think that perhaps there
are too many figures in this for one picture, it is left to you to reduce them as you please, provided that
you do not remove the principal basis, which consists of the four figures of Pallas, Diana, Venus and
Cupid. If no inconvenience occurs I shall consider myself well satisfied; you are free to reduce them,
but not to add anything else. Please be content with this arrangement.
And to the manner and form the parties are referred.
Master Pietro promised Lord Francesco to devote himself with his skill to achieving the said picture
over a period from now until the end of next June, without any exception of law or deed; Lord
Francesco promised, in the said names, to pay for the making of the said work a hundred gold florins,
in large gold florins, to the said Lord [sic] Pietro, with the agreement that of the said sum twenty gold
florins, in large gold florins, should be given at present to the said Lord Pietro, painter; . . .
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25. Misdeeds of a Rector (1461)
The Roman Catholic Church suffered many challenges in the fifteenth century. Many of these
originated from the venality of the men who held ecclesiastical offices. Simony, the buying and selling
of church offices, was a religious crime but it was also commonplace. Many Christian believers were
appalled by the behavior of some of the clergy. Frequently the civil authorities had to step in and exact
punishment.
Please read the following selection from the judicial records of the city of Florence and try to
answer these questions:
1) What behaviors is this clergyman accused of?
2) Why does the guard captain almost come to blows with the rector?
3) Why would his behavior be criticized?
[From Gene Brucker, ed. The Society of Renaissance Florence: A Documentary Study (New York:
Harper & Row, 1971), 133-134).]
Before you, Lord Defenders of the Laws, is brought this accusation against Lorenzo Altoviti, rector1 at
Barga2 for thirteen months. . . . On the first day of August last year, Lorenzo was at the fair of San
Pellogrino3, pinching the rumps of the Lombard girls in such a fashion that had the captain of the
guard not warned him to have some care for the dignity of the Florentine Signoria, there would have
been a great scandal.
He also told him it would be better for him to stay at his post and take care of his office, instead of
going to foreign fairs and bothering the women. The two men exchanged heated words, and Lorenzo
insulted the Marquis of Ferrara, so infuriating the knight that if the men of the locality had not come
between them, Lorenzo would have been cut to pieces. He went there dressed like a ruffian, so that he
was shown little respect. When it was learned that he was the rector at Barga, he received some respect
for the honor of the Commune [of Florence].
While he lived in Barga in the palace of justice, he associated day and night with a band of toughs,
gambling with cards and dice, shouting and quarreling and cursing, as gamblers do. . . Night and day
he went through the region with his gang of armed hoodlums, eating and drinking and carousing in the
houses of the citizenry. Once he came to Porta Real and closed the gate. then opened and closed it at
his pleasure, seizing women and shoving them to the ground, so that there was a great scandal in the
town. . .
[Lorenzo was fined 500 lire.]

1 In the Catholic church a rector was an ecclesiastical leader in charge of a church or shrine. A rector had control of the
tithes which were paid by the parishioners of an area. During the Renaissance the position could be purchased and thus
many spiritually unqualified individuals became rectors.
2 Barga was a small town in the contado of the Republic of Florence.
3 San Pellegrino was a town in the northern Italian region of Lombardy.
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26. A Delinquent Priest (1408-9)
All members of the Christian clergy took a vow of celibacy, but it seems that many broke this vow,
some with great regularity. The judicial records of the Church and of the secular governments
throughout Europe contain many cases of dissolute clergymen caught visiting women for carnal
purposes. The behavior of these men were a source of embarrassment and scandal for the Church and
became a frequent criticism for lay people, especially after the ravages of the Black Death.
Nuns were also expected to be celibate and their convents were under the protection of a
powerful ecclesiastical lord, usually a bishop, archbishop or great abbot. In the city of Florence the
civic government took further action to protect nuns by passing laws preventing anyone from entering
a convent without the express permission of the protector of the convent. Some nuns, however, had
been forced to enter their nunnery by their parents and had no real spiritual calling, feeling themselves
to be prisoners in their nunnery. This may explain why some of them welcomed, or at least tolerated,
the visits of the few men audacious enough to seduce them.
1) What crime is the priest Bartolo accused of?
2) Who catches him?
3) What kind of punishment does he receive? Do you think it fits the crime?
[From Gene Brucker, ed. The Society of Renaissance Florence: A Documentary Study (New York:
Harper & Row, 1971), 207-208).]

This is the inquisition formulated by . . . Fra Niccolo de’ Boscoli, vicar general of the lord bishop , , ,
against the priest Bartolo, recor of the chirch of S. Piero Buonconsigli . . .
Inspired by lust, the priest Bartolo went on several occasions, day and night, to visit a certain nun in
the convent of Pina in the diocese of Florence. He entered the precincts of the convent and stayed there
without requesting or obtaining permission from the bishop of Fiesole, the protector of that convent. In
December 1408, those residents who lived near the convent gave the order that the priest Bartolo
should be seized upon his departure from the convent. As he left during the night, he was captured by
the neighbors and detained for several hours, as a result of which a great scandal arose in the convent
and its environs.
Item, on several occasions during the month of September in the year 1409, the priest Bartolo entered
the precincts of the convent of S. Maria de Prato of Florence and stayed there for a space of three
hours, without obtaining the permission of the bishop of Florence or his vicar, and in violation of the
episcopal constitution of Florence . . . And afterwards, he celebrated divine offices on several
occasions.
[Bartolo confessed to the charges. He was ordered to pay a fine of 30 florins to be distributed to the
poor; he was also sentenced to a term of six months in the episcopal prison.]
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27. Catherine of Siena to Pope Gregory XI, at Avignon (1376)
Catherine Benincasa (c.1347-1380) was a Dominican nun turned mystic. She was a major religious
writer and a charismatic spiritual leader who became a significant force in civic, imperial and papal
politics in the fourteenth century. She achieved international fame for her piety, intellect and sheer
force of character. Catherine attracted disciples of both sexes. The key to her attraction was her
single-minded devotion to the concept of repentance and social reform. She tried to use her influence
to convince Pope Gregory XI to bring the papacy, which had moved to the French city of Avignon in
1309, back to Rome. She also wanted reform of the worst abuses of the clergy – to her mind the
materialism and corruption of the leaders of the Church.
1) In the following selection, how does Catherine characterize the greatest problems of the Church?
2) What solutions does she beg the pope to implement?
[From Suzanne Noffke, ed., The Letters of St. Catherine of Siena, vol. 1 (Binghamton, New York:
Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies, 1988), 200-202.]

Dearest, most holy and gracious father in Christ Jesus, your poor unworthy daughter Caterina, servant
and slave of the servants of Jesus Christ, is writing to you in his precious blood. With desire I have
desired to see you so filled with divine grace that you may be the instrument and means, by divine
grace, of bringing peace to the whole world. So I beg you, my dear father, to use your authority and
power diligently and with hungry longing for peace, God’s honor, and the salvation of souls. And if
you should say to me, father, “The world is in such a sorry state—how can I bring it peace?” I tell you
in the name of Christ crucified that you must use your authority to do three essential things.
You are in charge of the garden of holy Church. So [first of all] uproot from that garden the stinking
weeds full of impurity and avarice, and bloated with pride (I mean the evil pastors1 and administrators
who poison and corrupt the garden). Ah, use your authority, you who are in charge of us! Uproot these
weeds and throw them out where they will have nothing to administer! Tell them to tend to
administering themselves by a good holy life. Plant fragrant flowers in this garden for us, pastors and
administrators who will be true servants of Jesus Christ crucified, who will seek only God’s honor and
the salvation of souls, who will be fathers to the poor.
Ah, what a shame this is! They ought to be mirrors of freely chosen poverty, humble lambs, giving out
the Church’s possessions to the poor. Yet here they are, living in worldly luxury and ambition and
pretentious vanity a thousand times worse than if they belonged to the world! In fact, many layfolk put
them to shame by their good holy lives. But it seems supreme eternal Goodness is making us do under
coercion what we haven’t done for love. It seems he is permitting his bride to be stripped of prestige
and luxury, as if to show that he wants holy Church to return to being poor, humble and meek as she
1 Pastors were ordained clergymen who had responsibility for a congregation, whether in a village, local church, or
cathedral. It could refer to priests, bishops or cardinals.
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was in those holy early days, when she was concerned only with God’s honor and the salvation of
souls, taken up not with material things but spiritual. For ever since the Church has paid more attention
to the material than the spiritual, things have gone from bad to worse.
This is why you have seen God in his judgment permitting the Church to suffer so many persecutions
and trials. But take heart, father, and don’t be afraid, no matter what has happened or may yet happen.
God is doing it to make the Church perfect once again, so that lambs may feed in his garden instead of
wolves who are devouring the honor that belongs to God by stealing it for themselves. . . .
But just think, my dear father, how difficult it will be to do what I’ve been talking about unless you do
the other two essential things: I mean your return [to Rome] and the raising of the standard of the most
holy cross.2 Don’t let your holy desire falter on account of any dissent or rebellion you might see or
hear about on the part of the cities. Rather, let your holy desire be fired the more to act soon. Don’t put
off your coming because of it. Don’t believe the devil. . . .
Ah, my dear father! I am begging you, I am telling you: come, and conquer our enemies with the same
gentle hand. In the name of Christ crucified I am telling you. Don’t choose to listen to the devil’s
advisors. They would like to block your holy and good resolution. Be a courageous man for me, not a
coward. . . And there raise the standard of the holy cross. For as we were freed through the cross (as
said our dear Paul), so by raising this standard (which I see as the refuge of Christians) we shall be
freed—we from war and divisions and many sins, and the unbelievers from their unbelief. And by
doing these [two] things you will come to see the reform of holy Church in the persons of good
pastors. You will bring back to her faded face the color of blazing charity—for so much blood has
been sucked from her by wicked gluttons that she is pale.

2 By raising the standard of the cross Catherine is referring to the leading of a Crusade against the Muslims of the Holy
Land.
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28. Pope Pius II: The Bull Execrabilis (1459)
The Great Schism (1378-1417) was a scandalous period in the history of the Roman Catholic Church.
Divisions among the college of cardinals led to there being first two popes, one in Rome and the other
in Avignon, and then three, the last being situated in Pisa. All three claimed to be the legitimate head
of the Christian Church. Political leaders from all around Europe were forced to support one pope
among the three. Popes excommunicated those who did not recognize their authority. The Schism was
ended by a general council of the Church, a meeting of thousands of churchmen, including cardinals,
bishops, abbots, religious scholars from the universities, as well as rank-and-file priests and monks.
They met from between 1414 and 1418 at the Swiss city of Constance under the auspices of the Holy
Roman Emperor Sigismund who was willing to support the council’s ultimate decision with his army.
A fundamental assumption was made by the Council of Constance that a general council had the
authority to make decisions about the supreme leadership of the Church, an idea known as
conciliarism. They determined that all three popes should resign their positions or be deposed. A new
pope Martin V was elected and accepted by most European leaders. The conciliarists at Constance
also decided that there should be regular meetings of general councils afterwards. In a sense they
formed a new theory on who really led the Church, not just the pope, but a general council of the
Church. The popes in Rome were rather weak, both politically and economically, in the decades after
the Council of Constance. They dutifully called the general councils which they we required to, while
at the same time making greater use of dispensations and indulgences to rebuild their ecclesiastical
revenues. By mid-century the so-called Renaissance popes had regained much of their old authority
and wealth.
Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, a humanist, rose to become Pope Pius II (r. 1458-1464) and
worked tirelessly to both destroy the power of general councils and buttress the supremacy of the
popes. He was aided by the fact that most clergymen were not used to ecclesiastical power being in the
hands of a council. For centuries the Church had been ruled by the pope. This was tradition.
Conciliarism was seen as an innovation, and Pius II was able to exploit this feeling. In 1459 the pope
struck at the conciliar movement, and labeled as "erroneous and detestable" one of the central ideas of
the conciliarists--the right of appeal from pope to general council.
1) What is Pope Pius’s justification for condemning all appeals over the pope’s head to a council?
[From "Execrabilis," in O.J. Thatcher and E. H. McNeal, trans., A Source Book for Mediaeval History
(New York: Charles Scribner's, 1905), 332.]

The execrable and hitherto unknown abuse has grown up in our day, that certain persons, imbued with
the spirit of rebellion and not from a desire to secure a better judgment, but to escape the punishment
of some offence which they have committed, presume to appeal from the pope to a future council, in
spite of the fact that the pope is the vicar of Jesus Christ and to him, in the person Peter, the following
was said: "Feed my sheep" [John 21:16] and "Whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in
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heaven" [Matt. 16:18]. Wishing therefore to expel this pestiferous poison from the church of Christ and
to care for the salvation of the fold entrusted to us, and to remove every cause of offence from the fold
of our Saviour, with the advice and consent of our brothers, the cardinals of the holy Roman church,
and of all the prelates, and of those who have been trained in the canon and civil law, who are at our
court, and with our own sure knowledge, we condemn all such appeals and prohibit them as erroneous
and detestable.

79

Weeks Twelve & Thirteen Readings

(The Renaissance Popes: Parts I & II)

80

29. Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini (Pius II), The Election of Pope Pius II (1458)
Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini (1405-1464) was born into a wealthy family of the city-state of Siena and
received a humanist education, which helped him become a celebrated writer first of bawdy romantic
poetry, but later works of history, biography and geography. His writing helped him get a job as a
secretary to powerful churchmen in Rome and even Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III, the ruler of
the German-speaking lands of central Europe. He became a clergyman because it was a profession
wherein he could use both his mind and his ecclesiastical connections. He rose quickly through the
ranks of the church hierarchy until he at last became a cardinal. Thus he entered what was called the
College of Cardinals, which helped the pope with the administration of Church affairs in the many
lands of Christendom. The College also met in a conclave upon the death of a pope to choose a
successor. The cardinals were called from all over Europe to meet at the palace of St. Peter in Rome,
the pope’s residence. There they were locked in until they had elected a new pope. When Pope Calixtus
II died in 1458 Piccolomini was elected as the new pope, and he took the name of Pius II. His
autobiography is an important work which gives us an insight into the workings of the papal court. In
it he offers an interesting commentary on his times.
In the following selection Piccolomini tells the story of how he came to be elected pope. After
reading it try to answer the following questions.
1) Are popes chosen for their holiness, theological brilliance, or their care for common people?
2) What criteria do cardinals use in making their choice for pope?
3) How does Piccolomini portray his arch-rival for the papal throne, the Cardinal of Rouen?
4) How does he portray his own efforts to win votes?
5) Can you see evidence of Piccolomini using his humanist education in order to influence the
voting?
6) Do you think we can completely trust his account of this election? Why or why not?
[From Keith R. Bartlett, ed., The Civilization of the Italian Renaissance: A Sourcebook (Lexington,
Massachusetts: DC Heath & Co., 1992), 299-307.]
The conclave was held in the apostolic palace at St. Peter’s, where two halls and two chapels were set
apart for it. In the larger chapel were constructed cells in which the cardinals might eat and sleep; the
smaller, called the chapel of San Niccolo, was reserved for discussion and the election of the pope. The
halls were places where all might walk about freely.
On the day of their entrance nothing was done about the election. On the next day certain capitulations1
were announced, which they agreed should be observed by the new pope, and each swore that he
would abide by them, should the lot fall on him. On the third day after mass, when they came to the

1 Capitulations were written agreements.
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scrutiny,2 it was found that Filippo, Cardinal of Bologna, and Aeneas [Sylvius]. Cardinal of Siena, had
an equal number of votes, five apiece. No one else had more than three. On that ballot, whether from
strategy or dislike, no one voted for Guillaume, Cardinal of Rouen.
The cardinals were accustomed, after the result of the scrutiny was announced, to sit and talk together
in case any wished to change his mind and transfer the vote he had given one to another (a method
called “by accession”), for in this way they more easily reach an agreement. This procedure was
omitted after the first scrutiny owing to the opposition of those who had received no votes and
therefore could not now be candidates for accession. They adjourned for luncheon and then there were
many private conferences. The richer and more influential members of the college summoned the rest
and sought to gain the papacy for themselves or their friends. They begged, promised, threatened, and
some, shamelessly casting aside all decency, pleaded their own causes and claimed the papacy as their
right. Among these were Guillaume, Cardinal of Rouen; Pietro, Cardinal of San Marco; and Giovanni,
Cardinal of Pavia; nor did the Cardinal of Lerida neglect his own interests. Each had a great deal to say
for himself. Their rivalry was extraordinary, their energy unbounded. They took no rest by day or sleep
by night.
Rouen, however, did not fear these men so much as he did Aeneas and the Cardinal of Bologna,
toward whom he saw the majority of the votes inclining. But he was especially afraid of Aeneas,
whose silence he had no doubt would prove far more effective than the barkings of the rest. Therefore
he would summon now some, now others, and upbraid them as follows:
What is Aeneas to you? Why do you think him worthy of the papacy? Will you give us a lame, povertystricken pope? How shall a destitute pope restore a destitute church,3 or an ailing pope an ailing church?
He has but recently come from Germany. We do not know him. Perhaps he will even transfer the Curia
thither. And look at his writings! Shall we set a poet in Peter’s place? Shall we govern the church by the
laws of the heathen? Or do you think Filippo of Bologna is to be preferred?—a stiff-necked fellow, who
has not the wit to rule himself, and will not listen to those who show him the right course. I am the
senior cardinal. You know I am not without wisdom. I am learned in pontifical law and can boast of
royal blood. I am rich in friends and resources with which I can succor the impoverished church. I hold
also not a few ecclesiastical benefices,4 which I shall distribute among you and the others, when I resign
them.

He would then add many entreaties and if they had no effect, he would resort to threats. If anyone
brought up his past simony5 as an indication that in his hands the papacy would be for sale, he did not

2 Literally, the close examination. The scrutiny was a secret ballot vote wherein each cardinal wrote the name of his
preferred candidate for pope on a piece of paper and put it in a vessel. The first man with a majority of votes became pope.
3 The Roman Catholic Church was exceedingly poor after the Great Schism (1378-1415). During this conflict between
multiple popes, the kingdoms of Europe largely stopped sending annual payments to Rome. The Schism was resolved in
1415 with the election of Pope Martin V but the Church was left almost penniless.
4 A benefice was any office in the Church which “benefited” its holder with a salary.
5 Simony was the ecclesiastical crime of buying an office in the Church. Some wealthy clergymen bought multiple
positions in order to collect the salaries and other benefits. This was considered a sin because they could not perform all of
the duties of all of their positions. Frequently such simoniacs hired a poor cleric to perform the duties of a particular office,
but at a cut rate salary. These substitutes were often poorly educated and could not perform the duties properly.
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deny that his past life had been tainted with that stain but swore that in the future his hands should be
clean. He was supported by Alain, Cardinal of Avignon, who lent him every assistance in his power,
not so much because he was a Frenchman as because, at the elevation of Guillaume, he expected to
obtain his house in Rome, the church of Rouen, and the vice-chancellorship.6 Not a few were won over
by Rouen’s splendid promises and were caught like flies by their gluttony. And the tunic of Christ
without Christ was being sold.
Many cardinals met in the privies7 as being a secluded and retired place. Here they agreed as to how
they might elect Guillaume pope and they bound themselves by written pledges and by oath.
Guillaume trusted them and was presently promising benefices and preferment and dividing provinces
among them. A fit place for such a pope to be elected! For where could one more appropriately enter
into a foul covenant than in privies? . . .
Some time after midnight the Cardinal of Bologna went hurriedly to Aeneas’s cell and waking him
said, “Look here, Aeneas! Don’t you know that we already have a pope? Some of the cardinals have
met in the privies and decided to elect Guillaume. They are only waiting for daylight. I advise you to
get up and go and offer him your vote before he is elected, for fear that if he is elected with you against
him, he will make trouble for you. I intend to take care not to fall into the old trap. I know what it
means to have the pope your enemy. I have had experience with Calixtus, who never gave me a
friendly look, because I had not voted for him. . . .
Aeneas answered, “Filippo, away with you and your advice! No one shall persuade me to vote for a
man I think utterly unworthy to be the successor of St. Peter. Far from me be such a sin! I will be clean
of that crime and my conscience shall not prick me. You say it is hard not to have the pope welldisposed to you. I have no fear on that score. I know he will not murder me because I have not voted
for him. ‘But,’ you say, ‘he will not love you, will not make you presents, will not help you. You will
feel the pinch of poverty.’ Poverty is not hard for one accustomed to it. I have led a life of indigence
heretofore; what matters if I die indigent? He will not take from me the Muses, who are all the sweeter
in humble fortunes.
“But I am not the man to believe that God will allow the Church, His Bride, to perish in the hands of
the Cardinal of Rouen. For what is more alien to the profession of Christ than that His Vicar should be
a slave to simony and lewdness? The Divine Mercy will not endure that this palace which has been the
dwelling of so many Holy Fathers, shall become a den of thieves or a brothel of whores. The
apostleship is bestowed by God, not by men. Those who have conspired to commit the papacy to
Rouen are men; and men’s schemes are vain—who does not know it? Well has their conspiracy been
6 The Chancery was the pope’s writing office. It handled his correspondence and collected monies from individuals who
wished to purchase dispensations and other exemptions from canon law. In order to raise revenue the pope appointed a
senior official of the Chancery, the vice-chancellor, to sell positions in the Chancery which would allow the holder to
collect these fees for their lifetime and sometimes the lifetime of one other person. The vice-chancellor received a portion
of the sale price. Thus this was a very lucrative position in the Church.
7 Outhouses.
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made in the privies! . . . As for you, if you are a Christian, you will not choose as Christ’s Vicar him
whom you know to be a limb of the devil.” With these words he frightened Filippo from going over to
Rouen.
Next Aeneas went at daybreak to Rodrigo, the Vice-Chancellor, and asked whether he had sold himself
to Rouen. “What would you have me do,” he answered, “The thing is settled. Many of the cardinals
have met in the privies and decided to elect him. It is not for my advantage to remain with a small
minority out of favor with a new pope. I am joining the majority and I have looked out for my own
interests. I shall not lose the chancellorship; I have a note from Rouen assuring me of that. If I do not
vote for him, the others will elect him anyway and I shall be stripped of my office.” Aeneas said to
him, “You young fool! Will you then put an enemy of your nation in the Apostle’s chair? And will you
put faith in the note of a man who is faithless? You will have the note; [The Cardinal of] Avignon will
have the chancellorship. For what has been promised you has been promised him also and solemnly
affirmed. Will faith be kept with him or with you? Will a Frenchman be more friendly to a Frenchman
or to a Catalan? . . . And if you have no thought for the Church of Rome, if you have no regard for the
Christian religion and despise God, for whom you are preparing such a vicar, at least take thought for
yourself, for you will find yourself among the hindmost, if a Frenchman is pope.
The Vice-Chancellor listened patiently to these words of his friend and completely abandoned his
purpose.
After this Aeneas, meeting the Cardinal of Pavia, said to him, “I hear that you too are with those who
have decided to elect Rouen. Is this true?” He replied, “You have heard correctly. I have agreed to give
him my vote so that I may not be left alone, For his victory is already certain; so many have declared
for him.” Aeneas said, “I thought you a different man from what I find you. Only see how much you
have degenerated from your ancestors! . . .
“And what shall I say of this man’s life? Are you not ashamed to entrust Christ’s office to a slippery
fellow who would sell his own soul? A fine bridegroom you are planning for the bride of Christ! You
are trusting a lamb to a wolf. Where is your conscience? your seal for justice? your common sense?
Have you so far fallen below your true self? I suppose we have not often heard you say that it would be
the Church’s ruin if it fell into Rouen’s hands? And that you would rather die than vote for this very
man? What is the reason for this change? Has he suddenly been transformed from a demon to an angel
of light? Or have you been changed from an angel of light to the devil, that you love his lust and filth
and greed? What has become of your love for your country and your continual protestations that you
preferred Italy above all other nations? . . , You have failed me; nay, more, you have failed yourself
and Italy, your country, unless you come to your sense.”
The Cardinal of Pavia was stunned by these words and, overcome alike with grief and shame, he burst
into tears. Then stifling his sobs he said, “I am ashamed, Aeneas. But what am I to do? I have given
my promise. If I do not vote for Rouen, I shall be charged with treachery.” Aeneas answered, “So far
as I can see, it has come to the point where you will be guilty of treachery whichever way you turn.
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You now have to choose whether you prefer to betray Italy, your country, and the Church or the
Bishop of Rouen.” Convinced by these arguments Pavia decided it was less shameful to fail Rouen.
When Pietro, Cardinal of San Marco, learned of the conspiracy of the French and had lost hope of
getting the papacy himself, actuated alike by patriotism and hatred of Rouen, he began to go to the
Italian cardinals urging and warning them not to abandon their country; and he did not rest until he had
gathered all the Italians except Colonna in the cell of the Cardinal of Genoa, revealed the conspiracy
that had been made in the privies, and showed them that the Church would be ruined and Italy a slave
forever, if Rouen should obtain the papacy. He implored them individually to show themselves men, to
consult for the good of Mother Church and unhappy Italy, to put aside their enmities for one another
and choose an Italian rather than a foreigner for pope. If they listened to him, they would prefer Aeneas
to all others. . . . All approved Pavia’s words except Aeneas, who thought himself unworthy of so
exalted an office.
The next day they went as usual to mass and then began the scrutiny. A golden chalice was placed on
the altar and three cardinals, the Bishop of Ruthen, the Presbyter of Rouen, and the Deacon of
Colonna, were set to watch it and see that there should be no cheating. The other cardinals took their
seats and then, rising in order of rank and age, each approached the altar and deposited into the chalice
a ballot on which was written the name of his choice for pope. . . .
When all had voted, a table was placed in the middle of the room and the three cardinals mentioned
above turned out upon it the cupful of votes. Then they read aloud the ballots one after another and
noted down the names written on them. And there was not a single cardinal who did not likewise make
notes of those named, that there might be no possibility of trickery. This proved to be to Aeneas’s
advantage, for when the votes were counted and the teller, Rouen, announced that Aeneas had eight,
though the rest said nothing about another man’s loss, Aeneas did not allow himself to be defrauded.
“Look more carefully at the ballots,” he said to the teller, “for I have nine votes.” The others agreed
with him. Rouen said nothing, as if he had merely made a mistake.
When the result of the scrutiny was made known, it was found, as we have said before, that nine
cardinals (Genoa, Orsini, Lerida, Bologna, San Marco, Santi Quattro Coronati, Zamora, Pavia, and
Portugal) had voted for Aeneas; the Cardinal of Rouen had only six votes, and the rest were far behind.
Rouen was petrified when he saw himself so far outstripped by Aeneas and all the rest were amazed,
for never within the memory of man had anyone polled as many as nine votes by scrutiny. Since no
one had received enough votes for election, they decided to resume their seats and try the method that
is called “by accession,” to see if perhaps it might be possible to elect a pope that day. And here again
Rouen indulged in empty hopes. All sat pale and silent in their places as if entranced. For some time no
one spoke, no one opened his lips, no one moved any part of his body except the eyes, which kept
glancing all about. It was a strange silence and a strange sight, men sitting there like their own statues;
no sound to be heard, no movement to be seen. They remained thus for some moments, those inferior
in rank waiting for their superiors to begin the accession.
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Then Rodrigo, the Vice-Chancellor, rose and said, “I accede to the Cardinal of Siena,” an utterance
which was like a dagger in Rouen’s heart, so pale did he turn. . . . Then Jacopo, Cardinal of Sant’
Anastasia, said, “I accede to the Cardinal of Siena.” At this all appeared even more stunned, like
people in a house shaken by unprecedented earthquakes, and lost the power of speech.
Aeneas now lacked but one vote, for twelve would elect a pope. Realizing this, Cardinal Prospero
Colonna thought that he must get for himself the glory of announcing the pope. . . Turning to the other
cardinals, he said, “I too accede to the Cardinal of Siena and I make him pope.” When they heard this,
the courage of the opposition failed and all their machinations were shattered.
All the cardinals immediately fell at Aeneas’s feet and saluted him as Pope. Then they resumed their
seats and ratified his election without a dissenting vote. . . .
Aeneas answered, “. . . We are not ignorant that our imperfection is more general and we realize that
our failings, which might justly have caused us to be rejected as pope, are almost innumerable. As to
any virtues which might raise us to this post, we know of none; and we should declare ourselves utterly
unworthy and should refuse the honor offered us, if we did not fear the judgment of Him Who has
called us. For what is done by two-thirds of the sacred college, that is surely of the Holy Ghost, which
may not be resisted. Therefore we obey the divine summons . . .”
With these words he took off the garments he was wearing and put on the white tunic of Christ. When
asked by what name he wished to be called, he answered, “Pius,” and he was at once addressed as Pius
II. Then after swearing to observe the capitulations that had been announced in the college two days
before, he took his place by the altar and was again reverenced by the cardinals, who kissed his feet,
hands, and cheek. After that the election of a pope was proclaimed to the people from a high window
and it was announced that he who had been Cardinal of Siena was now Pope Pius II [August 19, 1458].
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30. Johannes Burchardus, Selections from Pope Alexander VI and His Court (1496)
Rodrigo Borgia (1431-1503) was born in Castile, one of the two kingdoms which eventually became
the nation of Spain. He was elected pope in 1492 and took the name of Alexander VI. His pontificate
became infamous for its venality and corruption. Alexander’s personal life came in for serious
criticism as he lived openly with his mistress, Vannozza dei Cattanei, who bore him four children, all
of whom he publicly recognized. In fact, he was ruthless in promoting the members of his family to
positions of authority. His sons became prominent noblemen. One, Cesare, was made a bishop at age
fifteen and a cardinal at eighteen. Later Cesare became the first man in the Church’s history to resign
as a cardinal, in order to become the captain-general of the armies of the Papal States. He used this
army to conquer the city of Romagna and become its duke. Alexander used his daughter Lucretia as a
political pawn, marrying her off to a variety of suitors in order to arrange alliances. When her
husbands had outlived their usefulness they met with untimely ends so she could marry again. The
assassinations were carried out on the orders of her brother Cesare, but it was Lucretia who earned
the reputation as a femme fatale who was a master of poison.
We know a great deal about Alexander’s years as pope from a diary written by his master of
ceremonies, Johannes Burchardus (1450-1506), who was in charge of protocol and arranging the
proper reception of important personages who visited the pope. Burchardus recorded in great detail
all of the events of Alexander’s pontificate, giving us a window into the behind-the-scenes life of the
leaders of the Catholic Church. When Martin Luther made his break with the Catholic Church in the
sixteenth century, he used Alexander VI as a primary example of how the devil himself had assumed
control of the Church. All that being said, Alexander was also a patron of some of the greatest artists
of the Renaissance, including Michelangelo, Raphael and Pinturicchio.
1) In the following selections, what vices or improprieties do you see being perpetrated by Alexander
VI and his minions?
2) How are the members of the pope’s family treated by Church leaders?
3) Why do the leaders behave this way?
[From Johannes Burchardus, Pope Alexander VI and His Court, ed. By F.L. Glaser (New York:
Brown, 1921), 85-93.]
ALEXANDER AND HIS FAMILY
On Friday, the 20th of May, 1496, at six o'clock in the afternoon an entry was made into Rome through
the Lateran gate by one Gofredo Borgia of Aragon, a son of the Pope, about fourteen years old and his
wife, Sancia of Aragon, with about six ladies of her household. There went out to meet them the
captain of the squadron with his men-at-arms, about two hundred of them, the suites of all the cardinals
and the papal prelates. For every single cardinal had been requested that morning by papal runners at
the instigation of Cesare [Borgia] to send their chaplains and men-at-arms to meet his brother Gofredo,
upon his entry into the city. This they all did and dispatched their men as far as beyond the
aforementioned gate, and here Lucretia Sforza, also a daughter of the Pope, and wife of Giovanni
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Sforza, Lord of Pesaro and sister of Gofredo met them with twelve other women. Two pages preceded
her bearing two cloaks and riding on two horses one of which was covered with precious gold brocade,
the other with crimson velvet. She greeted her brother and his wife with affection.
When we had come to the palace, the Pope went to the hall of the Pontiffs and sat down on an elevated
seat that had been prepared for him there in the center of the left wall with a green carpet before it on
which was depicted the Savior laying His fingers on the side of St. Thomas. Another similar carpet
was laid over the seat. Eleven cardinals were standing around in their coats. We entered
the hall through the three ordinary halls, the chamber of paraments, the Camera Papagalli and the
others. Before the footstool of the Pope there stood a small stool on which lay a cushion of brocade,
and before it four larger cushions of crimson velvet crosswise on the floor. Gofredo made obeisance to
the Pope in the customary way and kissed his foot and hand. The Pope took the head of Gofredo
between both his hands bowing his head over him but without kissing him. There followed Sancia,
who in the same way kissed the foot and hand of the Pope and whose head he took in the same way
between his hands. Also Lucretia was thus received by the Pope. After this Gofredo approached every
cardinal beginning with Pallavicini and kissed their hands, whereupon each of them gave him a kiss
upon the mouth. Sancia too kissed the hands of the cardinals and these took her head between their
hands as if they wanted to kiss it. During this the daughter of the Pope stood before her father. Then
Gofredo placed himself between the cardinals Sanseverino and Cesare Borgia, his brother. Lucretia sat
down on a cushion on the floor at the right of the Pope, Sancia on another one at the left of the Pope,
and the other ladies approached to kiss the papal foot. The Pope, Sancia and Lucretia exchanged
together a few hilarious remarks. . .
On Wednesday, the 14th of June, 1497, Cesare Borgia and Juan Borgia, Duke of Aragon, the Captain
General of the guards, the favorite sons of the Pope, dined at the house of Donna Vanozza, their
mother, who lived in the neighborhood of the Church of Saint Peter in Chains. Their mother and
various other people were present at the dinner. After the meal, when night had fallen, Cesare urged his
brother to return to the Apostolic palace. And so they both mounted the horses or mules with a few
attendants, as they had not many servants with them, and rode together until they approached the
neighborhood of the palace of the Vice-chancellor Ascanio Sforza, which the Pope had erected and
usually occupied during his tenure of the office of Vice-chancellor.
At this point the duke declared that he would like to find entertainment somewhere and took leave of
his brother [Cesare], the Cardinal. He dismissed all his servants except one and retained further a
masked man who had already presented himself before the dinner and had visited him in the Apostolic
palace almost every day for a month. . . Thereupon the duke departed from the groom with the masked
man behind him on the back of the mule and rode no one knows whither and was murdered.
The corpse was thrown into the river at the point besides the fountain where the refuse of the streets is
usually dumped into the water, near or beside the Hospital of Saint Hieronymus of the Slavonians on
the road which runs from the Angel's Bridge straight to the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo. The
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groom who had been dismissed on the Square of the Jews was hurt seriously and wounded unto death.
He was mercifully taken into the house of someone unknown to me and cared for. Unconscious as he
was he could tell nothing about his instructions and the expedition of his master.
When the duke did not return to the palace on the next morning, which was Thursday, the 15th of June,
his trusted servants became uneasy and one of them carried to the Pope the news of the late expedition
of the duke and Cesare and the vain watch for the return of the former. The Pope was much disturbed
at the news, but tried to persuade himself that the duke was enjoying himself somewhere with a girl
and was embarrassed for that reason at leaving her house in broad daylight, and he clung to the hope
that he might return at any rate in the evening. When this hope was not fulfilled, the Pope was stricken
with deadly terror and set on foot all possible inquiries through a few of his trusted men. . . .
On the evening of this day, at nine o'clock the corpse of the duke was brought by his noble retainers, if
I remember rightly, from the castle of San Angelo to the church of Santa Maria del Popolo,
preceded by 120 torchbearers and all the prelates of the palace, together with the papal servitors and
pages. With loud lamentations and weeping they proceeded without any orderly formation. The
corpse was borne upon a bier with pomp and ceremony in public view and looked more as if sleeping
than dead. In the aforementioned church it was consigned to the vault, where it reposes up to the
present day.
When the Pope was informed that the duke had been murdered and thrown into the river like refuse
and there discovered, violent grief overcame him, and in his deep sorrow he locked himself in his
chambers and wept bitterly. Only after long pleading, persuasion and solicitation before his door did
the Cardinal Bartolommeo Marti finally succeed after several hours in being admitted with a few
attendants. The Pope took no food or drink from the evening of Wednesday, the 14th of June, until the
following Saturday, and he let no sleep come to his eyes from the morning of Thursday until the next
Sunday. Upon varied and ceaseless appeals of his trusted friends he admitted himself to be won over
and finally began to conquer his grief as well as he could. This he did also out of consideration for the
risk and danger to his own person.
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31. Johannes Burchardus, Selections from Pope Alexander VI and His Court (1501)
Alexander VI was infamous for more than just his flamboyant nepotism. He also gained a reputation
for lechery and debauchery. Later Protestant writers would claim that he turned the papal palace into
a whorehouse. Johannes Burchardus, the pope’s master of ceremonies, wrote journal entries showing
what was going on daily in Rome. He sometimes writes in great detail about some of the unseemly
activities of this pontiff and his family.
1) Which activities would have most shocked Christian society?
2) What do these diary entries show us about the papacy?
3) Is there any discussion of Christian values or teachings with this pope?
[From Johannes Burchardus, Pope Alexander VI and His Court, ed. By F.L. Glaser (New York:
Brown, 1921), 154-155.]
On the following Monday two jugglers, to one of whom on horseback Donna Lucretia1 had given her
new robe of brocade worn only once on the previous day and worth three hundred ducats, went
through all the main streets and alleys of Rome with the loud cry: "Long live the noble Duchess of
Ferrara, long live Pope Alexander ! Long may they live." And then the other one on foot to whom
Donna Lucretia had also given a robe went along with the same cry.
On Thursday, the 9th of September, 1501, there was hung at the wall of the Torre di Nona a woman
who had stabbed her husband to death with a knife during the previous night.
On Saturday, the 25th of September, the Pope went early in the morning to Nepi, Civita Castellana,
and to the other places in the neighborhood, and with him Cesare Borgia and the Cardinals Serra,
Francesco and Ludovico Borgia with a small suite. Donna Lucretia remained in the chamber of the
Pope in order to guard it and with the same orders as upon the previous absence of the Pope. He
returned to Rome on Saturday, the 23rd of October, 1501.
On the evening of the last day of October, 1501, Cesare Borgia arranged a banquet in his chambers in
the Vatican with fifty honest prostitutes, called courtesans, who danced after the dinner with the
attendants and the others who were present, at first in their garments, then naked. After the dinner the
candelabra with the burning candles were taken from the tables and placed on the floor, and chestnuts
were strewn around, which the naked courtesans picked up, creeping on hands and knees between the
chandeliers, while the Pope, Cesare, and his sister Lucretia looked on. Finally prizes were announced
for those who could perform the act2 most often with the courtesans, such as tunics of silk, shoes,
barrets3, and other things.

1 Lucretia Borgia, the pope’s daughter. The title “Donna” was used for married women.
2 sex
3 caps (berets)
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On Monday, the 11th of November, 1501, there entered the city through the Porta Viridarii a peasant
leading two mares laden with wood. When these arrived in the place of St. Peter the men of the Pope
ran towards them and cut the saddle-bands and ropes, and throwing down the wood they led the
mares to the small place that is inside the palace just behind the portal. There four stallions freed
from reins and bridles were sent from the palace and they ran after the mares and with a great struggle
and noise fighting with tooth and hoof jumped upon the mares and covered them, tearing and hurting
them severely. The Pope stood together with Donna Lucretia under the window of the chamber
above the portal of the palace and both looked down at what was going on there with loud laughter and
much pleasure.
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32. Niccolo Machiavelli, Selections from The Prince (1515)
Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527) was a Florentine statesman, diplomat and historian. When Florence
expelled the Medici family and re-established its republic in 1494, Machiavelli became a part of the
government of Florence, working for the new chancellor Piero Soderini. When the Medici family
returned to power in 1512 Machiavelli was cast out of office. He retired to his farm in the countryside
and began writing. His best known work, titled The Prince, was written to help him win a government
job from the new Medici prince of Florence. Machiavelli wrote about the realities of political power,
stripping away the façade of Christian values in which such political discussions were usually talked
about. He was unsuccessful in getting the job, but Machiavelli gained much posthumous infamy from
the book, which was considered by many to be a work of the devil. However, many of those who
wielded power saw the book as an indispensable primer on how to rule effectively. Queen Elizabeth I
is rumored to have kept a copy of The Prince on her nightstand for reference.
1) In the following selections, what do you see that would have been of concern to a good Christian?
2) What is so startling about what Machiavelli is saying?
3) What role does Fortune play in Machiavelli’s world? Can a leader influence Fortune?

CHAPTER XVII
Concerning Cruelty And Clemency, And Whether It Is Better To Be Loved Than Feared

COMING now to the other qualities mentioned above, I say that every prince ought to desire to be
considered clement and not cruel. Nevertheless he ought to take care not to misuse this clemency.
Cesare Borgia was considered cruel; notwithstanding, his cruelty reconciled the Romagna, unified it,
and restored it to peace and loyalty. And if this be rightly considered, he will be seen to have been
much more merciful than the Florentine people, who, to avoid a reputation for cruelty, permitted
Pistoia to be destroyed. Therefore a prince, so long as he keeps his subjects united and loyal, ought not
to mind the reproach of cruelty; because with a few examples he will be more merciful than those who,
through too much mercy, allow disorders to arise, from which follow murders or robberies; for these
are wont to injure the whole people, whilst those executions which originate with a prince offend the
individual only.
And of all princes, it is impossible for the new prince to avoid the imputation of cruelty, owing to new
states being full of dangers. Hence Virgil, through the mouth of Dido, excuses the inhumanity of her
reign owing to its being new, saying:
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Res dura, et regni novitas me talia cogunt
Moliri, et late fines custode tueri.1
Nevertheless he ought to be slow to believe and to act, nor should he himself show fear, but proceed in
a temperate manner with prudence and humanity, so that too much confidence may not make him
incautious and too much distrust render him intolerable.
Upon this a question arises: whether it be better to be loved than feared or feared than loved? It may be
answered that one should wish to be both, but, because it is difficult to unite them in one person, is
much safer to be feared than loved, when, of the two, either must be dispensed with. Because this is to
be asserted in general of men, that they are ungrateful, fickle, false, cowardly, covetous, and as long as
you succeed they are yours entirely; they will offer you their blood, property, life and children, as is
said above, when the need is far distant; but when it approaches they turn against you. And that prince
who, relying entirely on their promises, has neglected other precautions, is ruined; because friendships
that are obtained by payments, and not by greatness or nobility of mind, may indeed be earned, but
they are not secured, and in time of need cannot be relied upon; and men have less scruple in offending
one who is beloved than one who is feared, for love is preserved by the link of obligation which, owing
to the baseness of men, is broken at every opportunity for their advantage; but fear preserves you by a
dread of punishment which never fails.
Nevertheless a prince ought to inspire fear in such a way that, if he does not win love, he avoids hatred;
because he can endure very well being feared whilst he is not hated, which will always be as long as he
abstains from the property of his citizens and subjects and from their women. But when it is necessary
for him to proceed against the life of someone, he must do it on proper justification and for manifest
cause, but above all things he must keep his hands off the property of others, because men more
quickly forget the death of their father than the loss of their patrimony. Besides, pretexts for taking
away the property are never wanting; for he who has once begun to live by robbery will always find
pretexts for seizing what belongs to others; but reasons for taking life, on the contrary, are more
difficult to find and sooner lapse. But when a prince is with his army, and has under control a
multitude of soldiers, then it is quite necessary for him to disregard the reputation of cruelty, for
without it he would never hold his army united or disposed to its duties.
Among the wonderful deeds of Hannibal this one is enumerated: that having led an enormous army,
composed of many various races of men, to fight in foreign lands, no dissensions arose either among
them or against the prince, whether in his bad or in his good fortune. This arose from nothing else than
his inhuman cruelty, which, with his boundless valor, made him revered and terrible in the sight of his
soldiers, but without that cruelty, his other virtues were not sufficient to produce this effect. And
shortsighted writers admire his deeds from one point of view and from another condemn the principal
1 “against my will, my fate,
A throne unsettled, and an infant state,
Bid me defend my realms with all my pow'rs,
And guard with these severities my shores.”

94

cause of them. That it is true his other virtues would not have been sufficient for him may be proved by
the case of Scipio, that most excellent man, not of his own times but within the memory of man,
against whom, nevertheless, his army rebelled in Spain; this arose from nothing but his too great
forbearance, which gave his soldiers more license than is consistent with military discipline. For this
he was upbraided in the Senate by Fabius Maximus, and called the corrupter of the Roman soldiery.
The Locrians were laid waste by a legate of Scipio, yet they were not avenged by him, nor was the
insolence of the legate punished, owing entirely to his easy nature. Insomuch that someone in the
Senate, wishing to excuse him, said there were many men who knew much better how not to err than
to correct the errors of others. This disposition, if he had been continued in the command, would have
destroyed in time the fame and glory of Scipio; but, he being under the control of the Senate, this
injurious characteristic not only concealed itself, but contributed to his glory.
Returning to the question of being feared or loved, I come to the conclusion that, men loving according
to their own will and fearing according to that of the prince, a wise prince should establish himself on
that which is in his own control and not in that of others; he must endeavor only to avoid hatred, as is
noted.

CHAPTER XXV
What Fortune Can Effect In Human Affairs, And How To Withstand Her

IT is not unknown to me how many men have had, and still have, the opinion that the affairs of the
world are in such wise governed by fortune and by God that men with their wisdom cannot direct them
and that no one can even help them; and because of this they would have us believe that it is not
necessary to labor much in affairs, but to let chance govern them. This opinion has been more credited
in our times because of the great changes in affairs which have been seen, and may still be seen, every
day, beyond all human conjecture. Sometimes pondering over this, I am in some degree inclined to
their opinion. Nevertheless, not to extinguish our free will, I hold it to be true that Fortune is the arbiter
of one-half of our actions, but that she still leaves us to direct the other half, or perhaps a little less.
I compare her to one of those raging rivers, which when in flood overflows the plains, sweeping away
trees and buildings, bearing away the soil from place to place; everything flies before it, all yield to its
violence, without being able in any way to withstand it; and yet, though its nature be such, it does not
follow therefore that men, when the weather becomes fair, shall not make provision, both with
defenses and barriers, in such a manner that, rising again, the waters may pass away by canal, and their
force be neither so unrestrained nor so dangerous. So it happens with fortune, who shows her power
where valor has not prepared to resist her, and thither she turns her forces where she knows that
barriers and defenses have not been raised to constrain her.
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And if you will consider Italy, which is the seat of these changes, and which has given to them their
impulse, you will see it to be an open country without barriers and without any defense. For if it had
been defended by proper valor, as are Germany, Spain, and France, either this invasion would not have
made the great changes it has made or it would not have come at all. And this I consider enough to say
concerning resistance to fortune in general.
But confining myself more to the particular, I say that a prince may be seen happy today and ruined
tomorrow without having shown any change of disposition or character. This, I believe, arises firstly
from causes that have already been discussed at length, namely, that the prince who relies entirely
upon fortune is lost when it changes. I believe also that he will be successful who directs his actions
according to the spirit of the times, and that he whose actions do not accord with the times will not be
successful. Because men are seen, in affairs that lead to the end which every man has before him,
namely, glory and riches, to get there by various methods; one with caution, another with haste; one by
force, another by skill; one by patience, another by its opposite; and each one succeeds in reaching the
goal by a different method. One can also see of two cautious men the one attain his end, the other fail;
and similarly, two men by different observances are equally successful, the one being cautious, the
other impetuous; all this arises from nothing else than whether or not they conform in their methods to
the spirit of the times. This follows from what I have said, that two men working differently bring
about the same effect, and of two working similarly, one attains his object and the other does not.
Changes in estate also issue from this, for if, to one who governs himself with caution and patience,
times and affairs converge in such a way that his administration is successful, his fortune is made; but
if times and affairs change, he is ruined if he does not change his course of action. But a man is not
often found sufficiently circumspect to know how to accommodate himself to the change, both because
he cannot deviate from what nature inclines him to, and also because, having always prospered by
acting in one way, he cannot be persuaded that it is well to leave it; and, therefore, the cautious man,
when it is time to turn adventurous, does not know how to do it, hence he is ruined; but had he changed
his conduct with the times fortune would not have changed.
Pope Julius II went to work impetuously in all his affairs, and found the times and circumstances
conform so well to that line of action that he always met with success. Consider his first enterprise
against Bologna, Messer Giovanni Bentivogli being still alive. The Venetians were not agreeable to it,
nor was the King of Spain, and he had the enterprise still under discussion with the King of France;
nevertheless he personally entered upon the expedition with his accustomed boldness and energy, a
move which made Spain and the Venetians stand irresolute and passive, the latter from fear, the former
from desire to recover all the kingdom of Naples; on the other hand, he drew after him the King of
France, because that king, having observed the movement, and desiring to make the Pope his friend so
as to humble the Venetians, found it impossible to refuse him soldiers without manifestly offending
him. Therefore Julius with his impetuous action accomplished what no other pontiff with simple
human wisdom could have done; for if he had waited in Rome until he could get away, with his plans
arranged and everything fixed, as any other pontiff would have done, he would never have succeeded.
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Because the King of France would have made a thousand excuses, and the others would have raised a
thousand fears.
I will leave his other actions alone, as they were all alike, and they all succeeded, for the shortness of
his life did not let him experience the contrary; but if circumstances had arisen which required him to
go cautiously, his ruin would have followed, because he would never have deviated from those ways to
which nature inclined him.
I conclude therefore that, fortune being changeful and mankind steadfast in their ways, so long as the
two are in agreement men are successful, but unsuccessful when they fall out. For my part I consider
that it is better to be adventurous than cautious, because fortune is a woman, and if you wish to keep
her under it is necessary to beat and ill-use her; and it is seen that she allows herself to be mastered by
the adventurous rather than by those who go to work more coldly. She is, therefore, always, womanlike, a lover of young men, because they are less cautious, more violent, and with more audacity
command her.
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